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Introduction: Passing, Covering, Revealing 


There was a widespread notion among Jews in Weimar Germany (1919-33) 
that, at any given moment, one could appear Jewish or non-Jewish, or “more 
Jewish” or “less Jewish.” Jews and non-Jews alike often sized up other people 
to assess whether they were Jewish. Although many conceded that it was not 
always possible to observe Jewishness, those who tried to find it continually 
emphasized the idea of Jewish visibility. In other words, the belief that Jewish- 
ness could be seen reinforced the idea that it was visible.! Some Jews wanted 
to “pass,” to remain invisible, hidden, or incognito as Jews; yet there were also 
times when it was advantageous to be recognizable. However, the acts of 
choosing to remain hidden and to be seen were not mutually exclusive, and 
they operated both in tension and in intersection with one another. Many Jews 
cultivated a complex identity in order to pass for non-Jewish in some contexts 
(such as with non-Jews or in unknown company) and yet still be perceivably 
Jewish in others (for example, when around other Jews). 

Although some Jews proudly proclaimed their ability to pass for non- 
Jews, others were skeptical about invisibility and considered it deliberately 
deceptive. One 1925 article titled “Not at All Jewish” in the nonpartisan best- 
selling German-Jewish newspaper, [sraelitisches Familienblatt (Israelite Fam- 
ily Pages), sheds light on these opposing perspectives: 


Everyone probably knows members of the Jewish faith who, in Jewish 
circles and even among non-Jewish acquaintances, relay with a certain 
amount of pride that in many cases non-Jews don’t take them for Jewish 
at all, and that other parties were supposedly terribly surprised to learn 
that before them stood a confessor (Bekenner) of Judaism. These confes- 
sors then usually add the following addendum to this confession (Bekennt- 
nis), with a hint of personality: In our family, we generally all look non- 
Jewish. 
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The article’s author, identified only as W. S., goes on to chastise those who 
desire and are able to pass, insinuating that anyone who takes pride in being 
perceived as “not at all Jewish” on the basis of external appearance in fact has 
“nothing at all” for inner character.” With this criticism, the author calls atten- 
tion to the phenomenon of Jewish passing and also underscores the surprise 
others experience upon learning that someone who doesn’t “look Jewish” is 
actually Jewish. 

Implicit here is the complex process of recognizing and revealing Jewish- 
ness, which might include an acknowledgement, admission, or confession. The 
key terms confession and to confess (Bekenntnis, sich bekennen), which appear 
in the above quote and in numerous other texts examined in this study, often 
denote an open acknowledgment akin to “coming out.” In other instances, 
they refer specifically to expressing religious affiliation. It is only when a per- 
son comes out or is “outed” as Jewish in public that Jewishness is firmly estab- 
lished. Without this act of identification, Jewishness, at least in select cases, 
could theoretically remain hidden indefinitely. Articles such as this one that 
criticized Jewish invisibility suggest there was strong pushback against pass- 
ing. Investigating the motivations behind staying hidden, becoming visible, 
and giving the illusion of passing opens up a new understanding of Weimar 
Jewish culture. 

Whereas many scholars have foregrounded the impulses for invisibility— 
de-Judaization, secularization, radical assimilation, self-abnegation—this 
book argues that there was also a pronounced desire for Jewish visibility 
among Jews in Weimar Germany.* Exploring both sides of this dialectic helps 
illuminate the circumstances surrounding these seemingly contradictory incli- 
nations. Being safely visible as a Jew in the Weimar Republic entailed coming 
out only under certain circumstances, and staying at least partially hidden in 
other situations, a tendency integral to interpreting Jewish self-identification. 
Scholars including Michael Brenner, Michael Berkowitz, Abigail Gillman, 
Lisa Silverman, and Darcy Buerkle have written about the ways German and 
Central European Jews grappled with knowing when to foreground Jewishness 
and when to conceal it. Revealing one’s Jewishness often involved fostering 
“dual legibility” —that is, appearing non-Jewish and Jewish at once—and man- 
aging dual coding in order to be openly Jewish at the right time and in the right 
place, and in ways that were deemed fitting for a population under scrutiny.° As 
we will see, gender also was a constitutive part of the process of deciding when 
to engage and display Jewishness. Instead of either passing as non-Jews or 
overtly displaying Jewishness at all times, many Jews inhabited a state of am- 
biguity but adopted signifiers of Jewishness such as badges or hairstyles that 
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were perceptible to certain observers, and especially to other Jews.’ It became 
possible, even desirable, to perform Jewishness without effacing it, and to be 
recognizably Jewish without standing out from the crowd. 

The four chapters in Passing Illusions examine constructions of German- 
Jewish visibility, as well as instances in the 1920s and early 1930s when it was 
concealed, revealed, or contested. Different key aspects of visibility, invisibil- 
ity, and moments of encounter inform each chapter’s approach. These include 
the ways Jewishness was detected, with a focus on racial stereotypes (chapter 
I); occasions when coming out was encouraged (chapter 2); confrontational 
instances in which Jews were outed or silenced (chapter 3); and episodes in 
which misidentifications played a pivotal role (chapter 4). The concluding 
chapter continues the introduction’s discussion of Jewish passing in compara- 
tive contexts with a focus on African American racial passing and queer pass- 
ing; its final pages point to ongoing conversations about Jewish and minority 
visibility in the twenty-first century. 

Drawing on the intersections of German and Jewish studies within a 
framework of cultural studies, this book aims to bridge the work of historians 
and literary scholars in order to probe deeper into modes of Weimar Jewish 
self-presentation. This study draws on many sources typically used by histori- 
ans, such as periodicals, personal memoirs, and archival documents, but it also 
examines cultural texts including works of fiction, anecdotes, images, adver- 
tisements, and films. Through close readings, at times at the level of the precise 
language used, I analyze texts for nuanced clues about Jewish visibility and 
invisibility and their gendered layers. The texts as well as the historical circum- 
stances of their production and reception offer valuable insights into construc- 
tions of visibility. The book’s four chapters focus mainly on texts that grant 
access to inner-Jewish discourses about the decision to pass or to be visible, or 
both. This includes an examination of Jewish responses to mainstream and 
antisemitic stereotypes, which inform but are not at the center of my project. 

Antisemitism and its manifestations in discrimination and exclusion 
greatly impacted Jewish identity and self-presentation but did not lead only to 
hiddenness or invisibility. Indeed, Passing Illusions calls into question scholar- 
ship that understands antisemitism mainly as a cause of self-hatred and a rea- 
son to try to hide or shed one’s Jewishness (for example, through passing or 
conversion). By framing my discussion of antisemitism as part of a larger con- 
versation about both invisibility and visibility, I underscore the ways in which 
profiling contributed to impulses to hide and to display Jewishness. The prolif- 
eration of antisemitic sentiments and stereotypes during and after the First 
World War produced a need for public models of Jewishness that were not 
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considered objectionable. Parallel to the pressure to evade antisemitism by be- 
ing inconspicuous was the desire to overcome such pressures by displaying 
Jewishness, a right that many Weimar Jews proudly exercised. 

The 14 years of the Weimar Republic serve as the basis for this study 
partly because Jews were legally and socially positioned as fully equal German 
citizens. In Imperial Germany, public visibility was overly constrained by 
bourgeois concerns about respectability and gender roles. Even though Ger- 
man Jews achieved emancipation for the most part in 1871, some forms of 
exclusion persisted; for example, only non-Jews could attain the highest posi- 
tions in the military and at universities. Many Jews converted to Christianity to 
gain access to such positions, though the popular view of Jewishness as in- 
creasingly racialized made conversion less useful. During the First World War, 
the antisemitic Jewish census (Judenzählung) of October 11, 1916, which im- 
plied that Jews were shirking their military duty and aimed to ascertain what 
percentage of Jews were fighting on the front lines, had a particularly demoral- 
izing effect on Jews serving in the German military, and on German Jews more 
broadly.® Not until the constitution of the democratic Weimar Republic granted 
women and minorities equal rights in 1919 did Jews have full access to the 
privileges afforded other German citizens. Personal conviction was thus a driv- 
ing factor in the decision to be visibly Jewish. 

Precisely because German Jews were aware of potential forms of exclu- 
sion, they created and sought out spaces of refuge in which being openly Jew- 
ish was standard. Although a sense of renewed Jewish consciousness and inter- 
est in preserving Jewish distinctiveness began already in the late nineteenth 
century—what Shulamit Volkov has termed a “complex dialectical process of 
dissimilation”—Jews were able to become even more visible in part due to 
changing social roles after the First World War.” The “caesura of 1918,” as 
Anson Rabinbach has noted, continued the process of artistically disrupting 
modernity and also brought about a newly politicized aesthetic.!° Jewish sub- 
cultures emerged and immediately confronted questions of visibility that were 
inherently political.'! Weimar Berlin, a thriving cultural center that attracted 
residents and visitors from all over the world, as well as the largest Jewish 
community in Germany, was particularly conducive to the production, ex- 
change, and display of new forms of Jewish culture.!? Writer Elias Canetti 
(1905-94) noted in 1928 while reminiscing about visits to Berlin’s Ro- 
manisches Café: “They resulted from a need to be seen that nobody was im- 
mune to. Anyone who did not want to be forgotten had to be seen. This applied 
to each rank and all stations of society.’!? Weimar Jews, too, were among those 
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who sought to be visible, though most permitted themselves to be seen publicly 
as Jews only under certain circumstances. !4 


The act of concealing Jewishness or another identity was not known by any 
specific term in early twentieth-century Germany. By invoking the term pass- 
ing as part of the larger discourse of Jewish visibility and recognizability, this 
book opens up a broader set of questions about self-identification, coding/sig- 
nifying identity, and ways of interpreting codes. The concept of passing con- 
nects the German-Jewish experience to other widely known histories of con- 
cealing, including racial passing (Black passing for White) and sexual or queer 
passing (nonheterosexual for heterosexual).!° For our purposes, Jewish passing 
is defined as an act in which a self-identified Jew: (1) deliberately presents as 
non-Jewish; (2) omits information or avoids offering a corrective when taken 
for non-Jewish; or (3) takes advantage of privileges that result from being per- 
ceived as a member of the dominant culture.'® As a phenomenon, passing is 
sometimes ephemeral and can come to an abrupt end. It does not necessarily 
indicate a lasting desire to abandon Jewishness completely or to become a non- 
Jew.!’ For passing to be successful, a socially favored identity (non-Jewish) 
must eclipse a disfavored one (Jewish), at least temporarily, in the eyes of the 
beholder. Passing prompts questions about the very existence of identifiable 
categories.'® As Werner Sollors has suggested about racial passing, it “high- 
lights an illusory sense of certainty in what is actually an area of social ambigu- 
ity and insecurity.”!° By definition, passing requires at least a short-term act of 
radical assimilation that is closely linked to deception. At the same time, it 
sometimes can be understood as an act of resistance or an attempt to control the 
process of signification.”° 

Passing differs to some extent from covering, a less extreme but no less 
consequential way of negotiating public displays and perception. Legal scholar 
Kenji Yoshino builds on sociologist Erving Goffman’s book Stigma (1963) to 
define covering as downplaying but not effacing a disfavored identity to fit into 
the mainstream, often at the expense of one’s civil rights.?! Whereas passing 
pertains to the visibility of a trait, covering relates to its obtrusiveness. For 
example, Franklin Delano Roosevelt covered his known disability by station- 
ing himself behind a table during meetings. In the same vein, Yoshino writes 
that in the legal world he felt accepted after coming out as gay, but still was 
instructed not to write about it, a sentiment he summarizes as “[f]ine, be gay, 
but don’t shove it in our faces.””? This line by Yoshino recalls an ironic quip by 
satirist Kurt Tucholsky (1890-1935) penned in response to the assassination of 
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politician Walther Rathenau in 1922: “Besides: a Jew shouldn’t cause such a 
fuss over himself. That just exacerbates antisemitism.”” Tucholsky under- 
scores the fact that Rathenau was killed not only because he was Jewish but 
also because he inhabited a prominent official position despite encouraging 
others to be more inconspicuous as Jews. Covering is an appropriate term for 
many precautionary behaviors of Jews in Weimar Germany who sought—or 
were instructed—to be unobtrusively Jewish, or to “tone down” their Jewish- 
ness. Passing, on the other hand, is a more apt descriptor for the acts of those 
who aspired to look non-Jewish. 

Encounters during which conspicuous displays of Jewishness, or absences 
thereof, became relevant are at the heart of this book. Representations of how 
Jewishness became perceptible during such encounters—of how, when, and 
why different figures engaged with visibility by coming out as Jewish, being 
outed by others, passing for non-Jewish, or covering certain elements of 
Jewishness—drive my inquiry into a culture of perception, embodiment, per- 
formance, spectacle, and consequent judgment and repercussions.”* I demon- 
strate that, under the relatively emancipated conditions of the Weimar Repub- 
lic, both performances of Jewishness and textual representations of perceived 
Jewishness rendered Jewish difference explicitly visible and desirable under 
certain circumstances. At times, individuals or communities chose to acknowl- 
edge their Jewishness openly through acts of solidarity or community building, 
rather than concealing it in order to conform. Many Zionist circles encouraged 
Jews to take pride in standing out. Liberal Jews, in contrast, were more likely 
to seek to blend in; some considered acculturation an accomplishment that 
propelled them toward the goal of being “more German.” Others believed Jews 
were incapable of passing, or that Jewish difference existed on an indelible or 
biological level. The recurring treatment and criticism of passing and related 
notions suggests that this topic warrants further exploration. 

Gender played an essential role in the visual assessment of Jewishness 
and contributed significantly to a person’s ability to pass. Bold public displays 
of Jewishness were still somewhat risky in Weimar Germany, where antise- 
mitic acts of violence repeatedly targeted readily identifiable Jews. Jewish men 
(especially religious East Europeans) who wore distinctive garments or long 
beards or who carried prayer books or Jewish newspapers remained easy tar- 
gets. These and other distinguishing markers made some men more recogniz- 
able as Jews than their female counterparts. Even the circumcised male body, 
on full display in only select public places such as bathhouses or bathing re- 
sorts, factored into visible difference on a theoretical level due to Freudian 
theories.” In fact, circumcision plays a central role in the arguments of such 
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scholars as Sander Gilman, Jay Geller, Daniel Boyarin, and Jonathan Boyarin, 
who write of an indelible or ineradicable “double mark” of Jewish male differ- 
ence that, though not generally displayed, nevertheless contributed to construc- 
tions of gendered Jewish visibility.” Not surprisingly, most discussions by 
these scholars of gender and Jewishness primarily consider men. For many, 
“the Jew” is almost always gendered male.” 

There was even more at stake in becoming discernibly Jewish for women, 
whose supposedly less visible status often enabled them to integrate into the 
majority population to a greater extent. Sander Gilman has claimed that Jewish 
women have always been only ambiguously identifiable due to a lack of per- 
manent bodily markers of difference.”* But this point, too, evades the matter of 
when and how women became visible on their own terms. In contrast to their 
male counterparts, Jewish women were considered to be more adaptable and 
less recognizable. In some cases they were rendered invisible or absent, or 
were written out of the picture entirely.” It is my contention that sexist stereo- 
types, allegations of excess, and openly discriminatory practices compelled 
Weimar Jewish women to find new strategies for being subtly visible. Yet 
choosing to be subtly or barely visible is different from choosing invisibility; 
the appreciation for Jewishness shown by many Jewish observers demonstrates 
that understated forms of visibility were critical to the construction of Jewish 
self-images during this period. 

In the early twentieth century, Jewishness emerged as a known quality 
that one could display and perceive, and which was desirable at certain times, 
often in Jewish-friendly spaces. Circumstances that fostered the need to pass 
were often temporary and fluctuated with a shift from public to private, from 
mainstream to designated Jewish spaces, from indeterminate to more welcom- 
ing utterances, or when new details entered a given conversation. Passing pro- 
vided a provisional haven, but not one that was needed at all times; in some 
instances, covering unwelcome aspects of Jewish identity in public provided 
adequate protection. In Weimar Germany, it became less urgent to appear non- 
Jewish and increasingly worthwhile to be recognizable as a Jew in certain situ- 
ations. It was not always the case that Jews could control their level of visibil- 
ity, however. Historically, visibility was not always a choice. 


Jewish Recognizability in Western European History 


Visible demarcations of Jewishness have changed significantly in the modern 
era. Medieval and early modern European sumptuary laws, though not always 
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enforced, required Jews to make themselves distinguishable by wearing mate- 
rial signifiers including yellow pointed hats or circular insignias, large white 
ruff collars, or badges or distinctive garments of another color that represented 
Jewish otherness.*° One historian has termed these “vestimentary stigma sym- 
bols.”?! Ordinances stating that Jews were obligated to display a badge or head 
covering of sorts were part of Western European legal codes for more than 500 
years, from 1215 until the late eighteenth century.** Yellow objects remained a 
marker imposed upon Jews in a variety of twentieth-century contexts, from the 
yellow passport issued to Jewish women seeking residence as sex workers in 
St. Petersburg, to the Star of David paired with the word Jew (Jude, Jood, Juif, 
and so forth) in Nazi-occupied lands during the Holocaust and the Second 
World War.*? 

With the exception of the Nazi era, markers of Jewishness generally 
became much more subtle and more difficult to detect after the Enlighten- 
ment.** Significantly, most modern visual signifiers of Jewishness from the 
late eighteenth century until 1933 were not imposed by governmental sanc- 
tions but rather were adopted voluntarily by Jews. Poet Judah Leib Gordon’s 
1862 entreaty, “Be a man in the streets and a Jew at home,” has been taken as 
a summation of the Haskalah or Jewish Enlightenment, and more broadly for 
the voluntary relegation of religious practice and distinctive dress to the pri- 
vate sphere.*> Having acquired modern connotations, this phrase remained 
well known in Weimar Germany.*© Free choice and self-identification were 
intimately linked with Jewish modernity: only in recent centuries were Jews 
at liberty to choose whether to stand out or blend in, to make themselves ei- 
ther distinct or indistinguishable from the majority population. Adopting 
modern dress and modifying or foregoing other practices made it possible for 
many acculturated Jews in Western Europe to render themselves ambigu- 
ously Jewish. 

In the late eighteenth century, a significant number of Jews in German- 
speaking lands took steps to change their appearance as part of a general pro- 
cess of acculturation. Many adherents of the Haskalah strove to maintain a 
separation of public and private, relegating Jewish observance to the home or 
to spaces designated for prayer. Beginning with the generation of philosopher 
Moses Mendelssohn (1729-86), this meant using the German language in lieu 
of (or in addition to) Yiddish or Judendeutsch; it also entailed adopting con- 
temporary clothing and hairstyles. Acculturation continued throughout the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when baptism, conversion, intermar- 
riages, and withdrawals from the Jewish community were common steps to- 
ward gaining entrance to mainstream German society.?’ Many converts stayed 
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connected to Jewish family members and traditions even after entry into the 
German mainstream. In the eyes of zealous antisemites, however, Jewish con- 
version represented nothing more than an extreme form of passing that posed 
a threat to the German population at large, and both converts and Jews were 
prohibited from joining certain German organizations. 

Antisemitism was both a major cause of, and a response to, instances of 
Jewish passing. The awareness that some Jews had begun to elect to become 
less recognizable, along with new perceptions of race as something that was 
not only skin deep, prompted a virulent wave of antisemitic sentiment in the 
early nineteenth century.** Jews passing for non-Jews were perceived as dan- 
gerous, and those who wished to avoid them elaborated at length on how to 
spot a Jew. Performances known as Jew Farces, which portrayed Jews as un- 
successful imitators of non-Jews, taught audiences to read codes that suppos- 
edly betrayed Jewishness.*? Prominent cultural figures, too, took up the cause 
of rallying against passing Jews. In one especially vicious case in 1811, Ger- 
man Romantic writer Achim von Arnim gave a speech titled “On the Distin- 
guishing Signs of Jewishness” to the eating club known as the Christlich- 
deutsche Tischgesellschaft (Christian-German Table Society) in which he 
condemned “secret Jews” and warned of the unseen dangers of hidden Jewish 
traits. Arnim contended that Jews proudly boasted of the ability to hide their 
true identities, noting that he would welcome the chance to get women to un- 
cover their “bushy moorish (mohrenartig) hair?” He further purported that 
Jewish men removed their beards and wore blond wigs and new clothes to ap- 
pear less Jewish, and that one could always spot a Jewish woman in disguise 
based on her tendency to wear jewelry.*! Even as Arnim and others sought to 
prevent the participation of Jews in German culture, it was becoming increas- 
ingly difficult to identify those they sought to exclude, and to distinguish be- 
tween Jewish and non-Jewish Germans.” 

For men who maintained ties to Jewish religious observance, outward 
symbols of Jewishness assumed a number of visible forms in the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries. It’s worth noting that this was a relatively 
small group. In the Weimar era, Jews in Germany numbered 550,000 to 
600,000, or just under I percent of the total German population. Of these, only 
about 15 percent, or 80,000 to 90,000 Jews, identified as Orthodox or main- 
tained a high level of religious observance.’ Depending on place of origin, as 
well as denominational, prayer group, and family affiliations, a religious Jew- 
ish man might have at times worn and displayed a skullcap (yarmulke); beard; 
sidelocks (peyes); or parts of a prayer shawl worn below other clothing, spe- 
cifically the shawl’s tassels or tzitzit. He also might have worn such traditional 
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garb as a distinctive coat or caftan, or any of a number of hats.“ Whereas some 
markers rendered the wearer discernibly Jewish even from a distance, others 
were much more difficult to see. A skullcap could disappear under a commonly 
worn, mainstream style of hat; the fringes of a shawl could remain hidden un- 
derneath other layers, though some believed they should be displayed visibly. 
In both cases, the wearer might have chosen to suspend ambiguity by revealing 
these items in a private setting. 

As a general rule, the more modern Jewish women in Germany became, 
the less overtly Jewish they appeared.*> The beginning of the nineteenth cen- 
tury marked a departure from the past as women gradually adopted more mod- 
ern clothing and religious practices, and married women such as Berlin salon 
hostess Henriette Herz (1764-1847) switched from covering their hair with 
cloth head coverings to wearing wigs (sheitels).*° Like other symbols of mo- 
dernity, wigs have been controversial from the outset, for, as one rabbi noted, 
“to beautify oneself with a wig . . . was as if one went uncovered, since, to the 
naked eye, there appeared no difference between hair and wig.”*’ The majority 
of German-Jewish women eventually became less religious and abandoned 
hair covering altogether, much to the chagrin of Orthodox rabbis.** Among the 
women who continued to wear wigs, many opted to wear updated, modern 
wigs that were manufactured for mass consumption and were designed to be 
nearly invisible. In chapter 1, I investigate some of the ways that Jews were 
identified and became visible to each other, including both racialized and em- 
bodied characteristics, as well as material signifiers such as wigs that were 
worn to signal Jewish observance. 

The 1920s saw the emergence of a tension between a newly discovered 
sense of Jewish identity and pride, on the one hand, and a deep-seated fear of 
antisemitic attacks, on the other. A number of incidents that took place in Ber- 
lin illustrate this point. With a population of roughly four million, approxi- 
mately 173,000 or 4 percent of whom were Jewish, central Berlin generally 
provided a significant degree of anonymity for all of its residents.“ Even so, 
the highly visible presence of the East European Jewish minority—so-called 
Ostjuden—called attention to Jewish difference. Jews from Eastern Europe 
made up almost 20 percent of Germany’s Jewish population by 1925 and had a 
strong presence both in Weimar Jewish culture (as in one photomontage by 
Abraham Pisarek; see figure I) and as targets of antisemitism.*° In 1923, vio- 
lent riots against Jews and “Jewish-looking” persons broke out in the Scheunen- 
viertel district near Berlin’s Alexanderplatz, which was home to many East 
European Jews.>! Such large-scale acts of violence were comparable to major 
pogroms in Eastern Europe, the memory of which still incited fear in many 


Fig. 1. View of Berlin’s Grenadierstraße in the Scheunenviertel, photo- 
montage by Abraham Pisarek in I[sraelitisches Familienblatt, 1930. 
(Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 
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Jews. Even attending services or other events at synagogues was at times con- 
sidered risky behavior. Especially in Berlin, liberal Jewish organizations in- 
cluding the Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen Glaubens (Central 
Union of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith; Centralverein or CV) and the 
Reichsbund jiidischer Frontsoldaten (National Union of Jewish War Veterans; 
RjF) advocated for Jewish self-defense.5? These groups advised their members 
to take precautions when in proximity to a synagogue, though members of the 
RjF also publicly wore subtle badges to signify their status as Jewish veterans. 
Chapter 3 contains a longer discussion of different forms of self-defense and 
self-policing. 

At the same time, the rise of Jewish nationalism in the form of Zionism 
brought with it a desire to resist certain assimilatory trends. Instead of restrict- 
ing Jewishness to private spaces, some members of the Zionist pioneer move- 
ment longed to overwrite the old Enlightenment mentality with a new motto: 
“Be a Jew at home and a Jew out there.”? Yet many Zionists believed that the 
desire to embrace Jewishness outside of one’s home could be realized only in 
the Jewish homeland of Eretz Israel, the Land of Israel, both for safety reasons 
and out of conviction. Organizations that nurtured this belief grew in popular- 
ity throughout the 1920s, though Zionists remained in the minority. The Zion- 
istische Vereinigung fiir Deutschland (Zionist Federation for Germany or 
ZVfD), for one, increased its size from fewer than 10,000 members in 1914 to 
an average of 20,000 in the 1920s, which notably was still less than 4 percent 
of German Jewry.™ Already in the early decades of the twentieth century, some 
highly visible members of student and youth organizations proudly displayed 
Jewishness by wearing caps and badges that co-opted the medieval yellow 
badge. Zionists sometimes paired the color yellow with blue and white. These 
symbols are explored further in chapter 1. 

The First World War also marked a turning point in the relationship of 
German Jews to Jewish culture. In response to the war and other factors includ- 
ing the political and economic instability of the early Weimar Republic, many 
Jews embraced Jewishness with newfound intensity. They participated widely 
in Jewish organizations, education programs, and the creation and circulation 
of Jewish cultural products.°> Michael Brenner has termed this the “Jewish 
Renaissance,” a movement that was first envisioned in 1901 by philosopher 
Martin Buber (1878-1965).°° Chapter 2 considers a range of voluntary (rather 
than projected) public displays of certain Jewish practices, including reading 
Jewish publications; urban spaces of consumption that appealed to Jewish con- 
sumers; performers who embraced Jewishness on stage; and cinematic en- 
counters with Jewishness. Close analysis of the reception of films that address 
Jewish topics—including the American film The Jazz Singer (Crosland, 1927), 
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as well as Leichte Kavallerie (Light Cavalry; Randolf, 1927) and Dreyfus (Os- 
wald, 1930)—offers insight into how Jewish audiences in Germany responded 
to such public displays.>” 

On the other hand, many Jews remained involved in the production of 
mainstream and avant-garde German culture and media—including literature, 
journalism, photography, art, music, theater, film, radio, advertisements, and 
design—that did not deal overtly with Jewish subjects. Passing Illusions re- 
sponds to historian Peter Gay’s argument that the contributions of Jewish Ger- 
mans to German culture were indistinguishable from those of other Germans. 
It elucidates the social conditions and inner-Jewish discourses that influenced 
the creation of these cultural products. By focusing mainly on texts that ex- 
plicitly reference Jewishness, I demonstrate that many Jews in Weimar Ger- 
many constantly confronted issues pertaining to passing, covering, and dis- 
playing Jewish difference, which on some level amplified their experiences of 
difference. Though perhaps indistinguishable on most levels, Jewish cultural 
production originated under different circumstances, and we can interpret it in 
light of both German and German-Jewish histories. 

The swiftly changing stakes for Jews in Germany after January 30, 1933, 
dramatically exacerbated the need to become less recognizable for Jews living 
under the Nazi regime. Already on March 1, 1933, Rabbi Max Eschelbacher 
wrote that many German Jews had become the “new marranos of our time,” 
insofar as they were increasingly reluctant to acknowledge their Jewishness in 
public, particularly in the workplace.°? By the late 1930s and into the 1940s, 
passing could grant access to rights withheld from known Jews. In some cases, 
passing accompanied the act of going into hiding to avoid arrest or deportation, 
which often meant the difference between life and death.‘ Attempts at passing 
under such circumstances took a range of forms, from dying one’s hair blond 
to appear more “Aryan,” to attempting to undo a circumcision.°! But passing 
did not take on this magnitude of gravity until after the Nazis took power and 
Jewishness became a life-threatening liability on an everyday basis. In Weimar 
Germany, representing oneself as non-Jewish or concealing Jewishness gener- 
ally served as a means to obtain privileges, rights, luxuries, power, or a stronger 
sense of personal safety and security. This was not always the case for other 
minorities who passed under vastly different circumstances. 


Passing in Comparative Contexts 


Passing is by no means unique to Jews or to Germany. Members of many mi- 
nority populations—both other minority groups and in other locations—pass 
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or cover as a part of everyday life. For some, passing is difficult to live with and 
conveys an inauthentic sense of self. For others, it serves as a ticket to a world 
that they could not enter otherwise. In the interest of brevity, I discuss Jewish 
passing in locations outside of Germany only briefly and instead focus my 
comparison on other minority groups, especially racial passing among African 
Americans, and forms of passing associated with gender and sexuality, particu- 
larly in Weimar Germany. Whereas many acts of passing in African American 
or queer communities were practices sustained over time, sometimes while 
living as a person of a different race within a new community, or for multiple 
decades or a lifetime “in the closet,” this was generally not the case for German 
Jews passing in the 1920s and early 1930s. The continued potential for hostil- 
ity in public settings made it advantageous for Jews in Germany to pass at 
times, but at other times Jewishness came with its own benefits: Jews devel- 
oped networks of cultural events, social welfare programs, and commercial 
support for Jewish-owned businesses. Acts of Jewish passing and covering 
were common practice, and Jews who selectively passed as part of the integra- 
tion process generally were not compelled to leave their Jewish communities. 
As historian Todd Endelman has pointed out, the relatively high degree of “Jew 
consciousness” among both Jews and non-Jews in Germany and Central Eu- 
rope resulted in increased attention to how Jews presented themselves.s? 
Whereas little attention has been given to Jewish passing in Germany 
prior to 1933, Jewish passing elsewhere in Central Europe and beyond has 
been studied in more depth. Interwar Austria offers an important point of com- 
parison given the extensive cultural transfer that occurred between Austria and 
Germany; there were noteworthy differences in terms of visibility. The Jewish 
population of interwar Vienna was roughly Io percent (with 80 percent born 
outside Vienna), more than double the proportion of Jews in Berlin.®* Due to 
their prominent representation in public life and culture despite Vienna’s 
overtly antisemitic climate, Viennese Jews were even more visible and thus 
bore a greater burden to downplay Jewishness. As Abigail Gillman and Lisa 
Silverman have demonstrated, this resulted in articulations of Jewishness that 
were not always visible or explicit.°° Klaus Hödl has suggested that Viennese 
Jewish identity was often expressed through performances and interpersonal 
interactions.° The absence of Jews and Jewishness despite a large Jewish pop- 
ulation was even more remarkable in Hungary. In 1920, Budapest had the 
second-highest percentage of Jews among European cities (after Warsaw), or 
roughly 23 percent. In The Invisible Jewish Budapest (2016), Mary Gluck sug- 
gests that a type of “critical cross-dressing” or cultural masquerade served as a 
means for the Hungarian Jewish bourgeoisie to find its voice.’ In Prague and 
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Czechoslovakia, as Scott Spector and others have shown, Jews operated be- 
tween identities and many were visible primarily due to their German-language 
cultural contributions. 

Questions of passing and visibility have been treated to some extent 
with respect to French-Jewish and Anglo-Jewish contexts, and more scholar- 
ship on these topics has begun to emerge. Western Europe lacked the same 
systematic legal discrimination present in Central Europe, and, while passing 
was not as necessary, there was still a strong desire among Jews to be per- 
ceived as sufficiently French or English. French Jews, who have long grap- 
pled with issues of particularity and universalism, were able to achieve prom- 
inent positions in early twentieth-century France while living openly as Jews, 
though many favored the “public suppression of ethnicity.” Leora Aus- 
lander’s work examines how Jews in Paris and Berlin used material culture 
and cultural practices to express likeness and difference from non-Jews and 
other Jews.” As was the case in Berlin and Vienna, immigrant Jews were 
particularly visible in Paris in the interwar period, which led to tensions be- 
tween French-born Jews and those whose Jewishness was more readily ap- 
parent.’! Endelman has suggested that Britain’s “genteel intolerance” simi- 
larly caused Jews “to mute their Jewishness” in order to be perceived as 
English.’”? A recent volume edited by Nathan Abrams deals with the absence 
of visible Jews in British film and popular culture.” 

Jewish passing in the United States has been studied most comprehen- 
sively and offers insight into how Jewishness was performed and framed in 
religious, cultural, and ethnic terms.” Some Jews passed unintentionally: for 
example, many Sephardic Jewish immigrants who looked and acted unlike the 
Ashkenazic Jewish majority were mistaken for non-Jewish Hispanics or Turks, 
especially by other Jews.” Daniel Itzkovitz has highlighted the paradoxical 
nature of the fluid status attributed to most American Jews, who were per- 
ceived as both White and racially other; American and foreign; and unstable in 
terms of gender difference.” For Itzkovitz, Jewish difference is “caught in the 
double bind of the ‘chameleonic race’ marked at once by indistinguishable 
sameness and irreducible difference.’”’ Warren Hoffman’s The Passing Game 
(2009) similarly links Jewishness and sexual difference. Hoffman examines 
texts in which Jewishness is mediated through the lens of queer sexuality, sug- 
gesting that “the beginnings of queer Jewish identity and culture in America 
were all about passing.””® This also applies to German Jews on several levels. 

Studying German-Jewish passing together with other forms of passing 
leads us to this book’s claim that seeing Jewishness entails parsing a form of 
minority visibility that is at once gendered, queer, and racialized. Scholars 
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have begun to examine Jewish difference as a category akin to gender differ- 
ence, and several have argued that Jewish difference intersects with sexual dif- 
ference, homosexuality, and the performance of queerness (which can be un- 
derstood as an often politicized identification with sexual or gender 
difference).” Eve Sedgwick, too, has suggested that parallels between ho- 
mophobia and antisemitism have yielded commonalities between coming out 
as gay and coming out as Jewish, particularly in urban environments.*° Jewish 
passing in Weimar Germany indeed had much in common with queer or LGBT 
passing, and negotiating the process of coming out as Jewish bore distinct sim- 
ilarities to coming out as a sexual minority during that time. For these and other 
groups, spatial boundaries were critical to the containment and liberation of 
knowledge about concealed identities.®! Of course, coming out as Jewish dif- 
fered from coming out as a sexual minority in significant ways. In most cases, 
one did not need to come out as Jewish to one’s own family, although some 
who passed as non-Jews also attempted to conceal their Jewish past from their 
children. This book’s conclusion explores how commonalities between Jewish 
and queer passing and coming out narratives—for example, coded and am- 
biguous signifiers, and protective spaces and subcultures—point to the signifi- 
cance of Jewish passing for queer studies. 

Racial passing, particularly in African American contexts, provides an 
important basis of comparison for thinking through Jewish passing in the early 
twentieth century, though this approach also has notable limitations. This com- 
parison is limited because of significant differences in the experiences of those 
who either self-identified or were identified as Black or Jewish, or both. Visual 
markers such as skin color have played a far greater role in the construction of 
racial difference among Blacks.°? Despite the problematic aspects of these par- 
allels, African American and Jewish identities have been constructed according 
to similar racial models at different points in history. In 1924, Virginia passed 
the Act to Preserve Racial Integrity, which prohibited interracial marriage and 
defined a White person as one with “no trace of other blood” (the “one-drop 
rule”) for U.S. racial and segregation policies. Nazi racial policies including 
the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 took the American “one-drop rule” as a model.* 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, much of African American 
identity was built around an idea of Blackness as a fixed construct. Cultural 
theorist Sara Ahmed, writing about Blacks who pass for White, points out that 
the very notion of being able to pass destabilizes and calls into question the 
presumption of Black visibility.°* Passing confounds widespread notions about 
the visible properties of racialized difference and lends urgency to the ques- 
tions of whether and how such difference can be noticed. 
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This is also the case for Jewish visibility: it is possible to identify only 
some Jews by relying on visual information, and disrupting preconceptions of 
what Jews look like can lead to confusion, anger, shame, or tragedy. The unre- 
liable or incomplete visual coding of difference necessitates the use of nonvi- 
sual categories, including explicit coming out statements and other forms of 
naming. Weimar Jews who had the ability to pass or cover controlled the flow 
of information and thus empowered themselves to fit in among less friendly or 
unknown publics. Chapter 4 examines the consequences of several instances of 
passing as well as unsuccessful attempts to pass. One of the best examples of a 
passing narrative by a German-Jewish author, Jakob Loewenberg’s cautionary 
drama, Der gelbe Fleck (The Yellow Badge, 1899; first published 1924), tells 
how one mother’s revelation that she passed for non-Jewish caused her antise- 
mitic son to take his own life. 

Points of intersection between literary expressions of Black and Jewish 
identities are likely not coincidental, as several scholars have shown. Indeed, 
many early twentieth-century passing narratives were produced during a pe- 
riod that some consider the heyday of passing in American Jewish history.® 
American authors Fannie Hurst and Edna Ferber, both of German-Jewish de- 
scent, wrote stories that number among the most popular representations of 
African American passing, in part because of the success of films based on 
these novels. Lori Harrison-Kahan’s work, which analyzes Hurst’s Imitation of 
Life (1933) and Ferber’s Show Boat (1926), among others, demonstrates that 
Black-Jewish relations and narratives of racial and ethnic passing served as a 
site for a feminist critique of Whiteness.8° Whereas Imitation of Life deals 
mainly with African American passing, it also references the inability of some 
Jews to integrate into mainstream culture.®’ In these novels by Hurst and Fer- 
ber, as in many passing novels by African American authors, women constitute 
the passing subjects. In each case, a racially ambiguous character passes for 
White and faces the consequences of falling in love with a White man. Ameri- 
can Jewish authors such as Philip Roth who explore racial passing often hint at 
the flexibility of Jewishness and Blackness to be interpreted in multiple ways.®® 
Literary scholar Jennifer Glaser has suggested that the decades following the 
Second World War saw many American Jewish writers speaking through other 
minorities in acts of racial ventriloquism that enabled them to articulate their 
position as Jews.°®? 

Theories of Jewish passing are in fact indebted to African American his- 
tory. This usage of the verb ro pass originated in the United States with the 
emergence of a Black population that could pass, first for free and then for 
White.°? Werner Sollors has surmised that the term passing entered nineteenth- 
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century American literature via citations of notices concerning runaway 
slaves.?! Such notices stated, for instance, that a runaway might “endeavor to 
pass for a free man”? Written passes that could be duplicated were issued to 
slaves by their masters, and these papers also assisted runaway slaves hoping 
to pass for free men and women.” Current usage of passing became standard 
in the 1920s, an era of both newly restrictive laws and the Harlem Renais- 
sance.?* The 1920s also saw “a veritable explosion of literary work on racial 
passing,” which historian Allyson Hobbs argues occurred “precisely at a mo- 
ment when black artists celebrated blackness and racial pride.”” The best 
known passing novels associated with the Harlem Renaissance include Walter 
White’s Flight (1926); the rerelease of James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiog- 
raphy of an Ex-Colored Man (1912/1927); Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum Bun 
(1928); and Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), which is the most often cited work 
on this phenomenon.” Like the popular novels by Ferber and Hurst, the major- 
ity of these works deal with racially indeterminate female protagonists who 
pass for White. Several scholars argue that the appearance of Jewish “chame- 
leonic” figures in these passing narratives suggested that Jews were better able 
to move between roles or served as mediators.’ 

Ambiguous or unidentifiable bodies—especially women who are not easily 
classifiable—appear as a threat in Larsen’s novel, as in Loewenberg’s drama and 
other texts produced in Weimar Germany. Larsen’s novel culminates with the 
death of Clare Kendry, who either falls from or is pushed out of a window, con- 
ceivably as a punishment for passing for White. Judith Butler’s critical reading of 
Larsen’s novel highlights the necessity of juxtaposing supposedly “marked bod- 
ies” with the “unmarked bodies” that establish a norm in both racialized and 
queer contexts.’ Scholars such as Catherine Rottenberg have built on Butler’s 
work to make a case for the role of passing in the performance of Jewishness.” 
Further, other scholars have argued that female protagonists who pass move be- 
yond binaries to inhabit a position of hybridity.!©° Cultural texts from the Weimar 
period suggest that representations of German-Jewish passing reflect patterns of 
negotiating subject positions similar to those of other minority groups. In Wei- 
mar Germany, the creation of ambiguous or dually coded Jewish identities simi- 
larly figured as a means of challenging established cultural norms. 


Weimar Jewish Passing: Language, Difference, and Gender 


The concept of passing goes by many names and at times goes unnamed. Al- 
though assimilation, acculturation, and other forms of integration have been 
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explicitly referenced in German-speaking contexts for centuries, the German 
language contains no exact translation for passing. Several verbs allow for the 
possibility that a person could be taken for something else (fiir etwas gehalten 
werden; durchgehen als; gelten als), and at least one verb/noun pair renders 
into German the concept of adapting or conforming, potentially to the point of 
becoming indistinguishable (sich anpassen; Anpassung).'°! Another verb de- 
scribes the act of fitting in (hineinpassen). Still, the act of maintaining the 
outward presentation of a different identity for a brief or sustained period of 
time has no direct equivalent in German. Even when a person passes for several 
decades, there is no adequate name for this long-term performance or transfor- 
mation. One scholar has proposed that the verb passieren (to happen, occur, 
pass through) offers an appropriate translation because it implies that some- 
thing must take place for passing to be effective.!°? For the most part, however, 
the English word passing is left untranslated in German-language scholarly 
discourse and compensates for a conspicuous linguistic lacuna. !% 

Within Jewish contexts, the decision to conceal Jewishness in public, 
whether voluntary or forced, indicates a controversial break with tradition that 
is described using a variety of contentious terms. Perhaps the best-known ex- 
ample, the marranos (also known as conversos, crypto-Jews, or secret Jews) 
with origins in fifteenth-century Spain have come to represent both transgres- 
sion and proud defiance. East European Jews provide some scholars with a 
more recent example of a subgroup whose “ethnic anxiety” led them to forgo 
traits linked to Jewishness.'!% Modern movements including Zionism have at 
times rejected any disavowal of Jewishness outright; many Zionists believed 
that the liberal Jews they called “assimilationists” were passing or covering on 
some level.!® Further, Jewish languages have evolved different words to char- 
acterize acts of crossing over into another realm. In Hebrew, the word for sin 
or transgression, aveira, has the same root as the verb /a’avor, which means to 
pass or cross over. Yiddish, on the other hand, contains a particularly apt term 
for Westernized Jews who resembled non-Jews: daytsh, which simply means 
German.! For Yiddish speakers, to be Jewish and Western European was to be 
associated with Germanness, and to want to be recognized among Jews as a 
different, “non-Jewish looking” type of Jew. 

The notion of passing for a non-Jew hinges on the presumption that there 
is such a thing as someone who “looks Jewish” or possesses Jewish difference. 
Attempts to pass destabilized fixed or precise notions of Jewishness while also 
reinforcing and codifying some of these same ideas about what Jews looked 
like. Passing in Weimar Germany also occurred in an era when, as historian 
Maria Makela has suggested, the blurring of identity challenged the reliability 
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of vision as a means of assessing ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, and other 
categories.'”” Like other categories of difference, the visual parameters of Jew- 
ishness—as well as its ability to be hidden or eradicated—are often blurred or 
contested. Many believe that Jewish difference is always visible, that Jewish 
bodies stand in contrast to so-called “unmarked” non-Jewish bodies. Yet the 
boundaries between Jewish and non-Jewish, Jewish and Christian, and so forth, 
are subject to constant interrogation and renegotiation. Jewish acts of crossing 
and transgressing these borders serve purposes of personal, familial, or profes- 
sional advancement. Sustained in the long term, passing is a disavowal or 
transformation of identity to overcome circumstances that prevent Jews from 
rising to the top of a given field or group. Jews who pass temporarily occupy 
the space between the tenuous binaries of Jew and non-Jew, presence and ab- 
sence, visibility and invisibility, known and unknown. !% 

Although the act of passing for non-Jewish can be sustained for extended 
periods of time, it often is restricted to a limited period that is terminated by 
either the passer or someone this person encounters. This book, like the texts 
and discourses it examines, focuses primarily on instances of Jewish passing 
that come to an end, as well as specific moments when an observer realizes or 
is informed that the other person is a Jewish “other.” The process of detecting 
Jewishness during such encounters may involve an exchange of insider codes, 
or an “aha moment” that corrects for a nonrecognition or misrecognition. As 
Sara Ahmed has argued, an encounter with an unknown other suggests not only 
a meeting, but especially “a meeting which involves surprise and conflict.”! 
The “not at all Jewish” example at the beginning of this introduction demon- 
strates that this also applies to Jewish passing. Coming out or marking the self 
as Jewish, and thereby ending an act of passing, causes surprise and subverts 
notions about what the other should look like—not only in the eyes of non- 
Jews but also for other Jews. Moreover, there was an ongoing struggle for 
power between those who would profit from exposing hidden Jewishness, and 
those who desired to remain unseen or to construct identity themselves. Chap- 
ter 3 examines some of the power dynamics at play in fictional surprise en- 
counters that out female protagonists as Jews, including in Clementine 
Krämer’s Esther (1920) and Ruth Landshoff-Yorck’s Roman einer Tänzerin 
(Novel of a Dancer, 1933). 

Both non-Jews and Jews have participated in the social construction of 
Jewish racial difference, as well as attempts to detect and contest it. The idea 
that the Jews constituted a distinct and also visibly perceptible race took root 
in the late eighteenth century.''!° Notions of fixed identity—the sense that a 
person was biologically either Jewish or not Jewish, and would remain so re- 
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gardless of religious conversion, intermarriage, or other attempts to move away 
from Jewishness—gained traction in the German cultural landscape in the 
nineteenth century.!!! Once the images of different, diseased, and dangerous 
Jews became an accepted part of racial antisemitism, Jews responded by ap- 
proaching the data in a variety of systematic and scientific ways.'!? In the early 
twentieth century, such Zionist scholars as Arthur Ruppin (1876-1943) and 
Felix Theilhaber (1884-1956) wrote extensively about the composition and 
decline of the Jewish population while advocating for its renewal.''? In addi- 
tion to printing pieces by Ruppin, Theilhaber, and others, the Weimar Jewish 
press included numerous discussions of the “race question,” which is treated at 
length in chapter 1. 

Jews who attempted to pass for non-Jews defied the medical and socio- 
logical discourses that suggested this would be impossible. The liberal Jewish 
position that Jews were able to fully adapt and fit in among other Germans was 
compromised to some extent by a widespread acknowledgment, if not accep- 
tance, of allegations of Jewish physical difference. That Weimar Jews partici- 
pated in the construction of a potentially visible form of Eastern Jewish differ- 
ence reveals an implicit recognition of racialized Jewish difference, as well as 
a tension between identifying with this difference and desiring to distance one- 
self from it. For Jewish audiences, dark skin, hair, and eye coloring all rendered 
the body more Eastern, and thus more “authentically” Jewish. Lithographs and 
other popular artworks by artist Rahel Szalit-Marcus, also discussed in chapter 
1, offer potent examples of how stereotypical coloring and exaggerated fea- 
tures coded their subjects as Jewish. 

For Weimar Jews, passing figured as a means toward achieving a type of 
dual legibility, of appearing simultaneously non-Jewish and Jewish, depending 
on the viewer. Yet passing and recognizability were not always intentional or 
able to be controlled, and they sometimes resulted in confusion or mistaken 
114 On occasion, non-Jews intentionally passed for Jews in a 
form of reverse passing, which further complicated matters.!!> Chapter 4 ex- 
plores how names contributed to Jewish coding, including their role in the re- 
ception of the film Überflüssige Menschen (Superfluous People; Rasumny, 
1926). It also offers a reading of the multivalent nature of passing, invisibility, 
and deception in the film Mensch ohne Namen (The Man Without a Name; 
Ucicky, 1932) to facilitate a comparison of the abilities of men and women to 
pass for both non-Jewish and Jewish. 

Like some Jewish men, a great number of Jewish women in Weimar Ger- 
many had the ability to pass and were treated as if they were non-Jews, whether 
they gave this impression wittingly or unwittingly. Displaying conspicuous, 
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Fig. 2. Advertisement for Bihlmaier’s Institute for Cosmetic Surgery in 
C.V.-Zeitung, 1932: “Your appearance determines your life.’ (Courtesy 
of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 
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visible markers linked to biological or physical traits, especially dark hair, dark 
eyes, and prominent noses, made it more likely that one would be identified as 
a Jew. But in an age when hair dye and plastic surgery were becoming ever 
more popular, even supposedly innate markers included few factors that re- 
mained unchangeable. Advertisements for women’s wigs and hair dye were 
ubiquitous in the Weimar Jewish press, and by the late 1920s ads for plastic 
surgery that appeared in mainstream German publications had also made their 
way into select Jewish publications. One series of ads for Bihlmaier’s Institute 
for Cosmetic Surgery highlighted the significance of procedures such as “nose 
corrections” for personal and professional success by way of slogans such as 
“A woman’s face is her calling card!” and “Your appearance determines your 
life” (see figure 2).'!° Despite the growing acceptance of racialized models of 
Jewishness, being recognizably Jewish in public to some extent became more 
of a choice and less a predetermined destiny. !!” 

For some women who may have passed unintentionally, it was important 
to announce Jewishness on their own terms. As Liz Conor has pointed out, this 
was the era of the “appearing woman”; it was a time at which “modern women 
understood self-display to be part of the quest for mobility, self-determination, 
and sexual identity.”!!® Jewish women, like other modern women, put them- 
selves on display, yet also found ways to modulate what could be seen. Female 
protagonists in Jewish-themed literature and film began to reflect some mod- 
ern impulses of the New Woman, who in Weimar Germany was both consumer 
and consumed commodity, herself both spectator and object of the spectator’s 
gaze.!!? She was free to travel and walk alone, to inhabit urban public spaces 
such as cafés, boulevards, and department stores, and to pursue the career and 
lifestyle she desired (see figure 3).!°° Whereas many New Women tended to- 
ward “excessive exhibitionism,” particularly with respect to the body and sexu- 
ality, Jewish women enhanced their visibility by choosing not to pass, or by 
covering Jewish-coded traits only in certain situations.!?! The “New Jewish 
Woman” established herself through public acts, for example: working for 
Jewish organizations, or advocating for women’s rights as Jews in Jewish and 
non-Jewish circles.'”” Many women came out via simple declarations (“yes, I 
am Jewish”) or made themselves subtly recognizable through performative be- 
haviors, such as purchasing kosher products in department stores or openly 
reading Jewish periodicals. 

Fashion, too, played a significant role in the gendered engagement with 
Jewish visibility; both modesty and opulence were contested signifiers of Jew- 
ishness. Chapter 3 examines how negative stereotypes regarding Jewish wom- 
en’s excessive or ostentatious displays led various Jewish groups to take steps 
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Fig. 3. Luzie Hatch with her stepmother in Berlin. (Courtesy of Ralph 
Hatch.) 


toward policing and disciplining such behaviors. Women were instructed to 
adopt a simple, plain aesthetic that ostensibly would uphold traditional Jewish 
values. An examination of public encounters at travel destinations including 
bathing resorts, exemplified in Max Brod’s novel, Jiidinnen (Jewesses, 1911), 
offers insight into how Jewish women were typecast according to their adher- 
ence with such instructions. Arthur Schnitzler’s novella Fräulein Else (1924) 
similarly sheds light on how physical appearance and socioeconomic status 
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impacted Jewish visibility. Negotiating, circumventing, or overturning societal 
expectations was essential for managing perceptions of Jewish difference as it 
intersected with the gendered female body. 

Jewish visibility and its gendered dimensions provide an essential and 
previously overlooked model for understanding the complex reasons behind 
hiding, covering, and displaying controversial aspects of identity. Passing Illu- 
sions demonstrates that Jewish recognizability, similar to racial and queer vis- 
ibility in many ways, is contingent on a variety of common factors: familial 
and social contexts; internalization and public performances of stereotypical 
and symbolic behaviors; and the desire for self-expression without shame, as 
well as the ability to be identified by others. What some observers believed 
they saw was not always the whole picture. Although many Jews could pass for 
non-Jews, a good number only gave the illusion of passing, but in fact re- 
mained visible on some level. Through its analysis of circumstances that led to 
instances of Jewish passing and coming out in Weimar Germany, this book 
offers insight into the historical quest for recognition and acceptance that re- 
mains relevant for discussions of different types of minority visibility today. 


CHAPTER I 


Methods of Projecting and 
Detecting Jewishness 


Being visibly Jewish hinged on a set of codes that were continually reconsti- 
tuted and reinforced in Jewish cultural production: literary works, periodicals, 
and visual representations of Jews that were produced by Jews. In all of these 
forms, Jews in Germany acknowledged the visibility of Jewish difference; only 
in some cases did authors and artists challenge or complicate stereotypical no- 
tions of what Jews supposedly looked like. By way of example, Berlin author 
Sammy Gronemann (1875-1952) describes different situations in which Jew- 
ishness is revealed in his popular book of humorous autobiographical anec- 
dotes, Schalet: Beiträge zur Philosophie des “Wenn Schon” (Cholent: Essays 
on the Philosophy of the “So What,” 1927). Gronemann dubs this act of detect- 
ing and revealing a game of “hide-and-seek” (Versteckspiel).! Signs including 
word choice, items of clothing, hair color, eye color, and facial features convey 
Jewishness to observers in Gronemann’s stories. Some encounters prove ben- 
eficial to one or both parties. In one situation, the narrator’s traveling uncle 
announces his Jewishness in the Jewish quarter of a Portuguese city with the 
common greeting shalom aleichem, whereupon the local residents suddenly 
insist he join them for a Sabbath meal.” In another case, the discovery of this 
same uncle’s prayer shawl prompts a Jewish hotel employee in Tangier, Mo- 
rocco, to fill the uncle’s coat pockets with kosher delicacies. 

A third scenario, however, depicts the narrator’s encounter with a young 
woman he meets while waiting for a streetcar one evening in Vienna. He offers 
her a cigarette, and when she emerges from the shadows, he suspects she is 
Jewish because she has what he describes as a “typical Oriental face.” A close- 
up glimpse prompts him to ask directly, “Are you a Jew (Jiidin)?” Startled and 
wary of an antisemitic attack, she answers: “Yes, P’ m a Jew! ... And I’m proud 
of it, for your information!” She then promptly throws the cigarette back at him 
before disappearing.’ During this third encounter, Jewish difference becomes 
recognizable in two stages: it is first projected onto a woman whose embodied 
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traits mark her as potentially Jewish and also “Eastern” (or “Oriental”), but it 
remains hypothetical until she verbally discloses that she identifies as Jewish.* 
Questioned about her heritage on a dark street at night, she has no way of 
knowing that the questioner is merely curious and has no malicious intentions— 
and, in fact, is Jewish himself. Although her response makes clear that she does 
not wish to hide her Jewishness, her apparent fear and vulnerability to this 
stranger translate into a paradoxical performance of Jewish “pride” that con- 
sists of running away. 

Here, racialized Jewish difference carries over into the realm of gender 
difference. Gendered stereotypes play a role in the transfer of information, and 
this woman is subjected to a gaze predisposed to perceive her as exotic or other. 
Indeed, racialized coding also was common in mainstream Weimar contexts, 
and many visual representations of dark-haired modern women were perceived 
as Jewish, sometimes incorrectly. Darcy Buerkle has pointed out that many 
1920s images of modern or New Women were coded “Jewish-enough” even 
when not explicitly identified as Jewish. Scholars have demonstrated that 
male Jews—and even Judaism itself—were feminized to the point of debase- 
ment, often due to a racialized perception of their supposedly inferior bodies.® 
Jewish women, on the other hand, were often categorized according to their 
presumed place of origin and individual appearance. Unlike in the first two 
examples above, where men make themselves recognizably Jewish through the 
use of language and religious objects, it is the woman’s coloring and face that 
mark her as Jewish. 

The visual grammar of Jewish difference commonly relied upon traits 
such as dark hair and eye color, which were interpreted as indicators of racial 
or ethnic Jewish background. Whereas many Central European women with 
blond or light brown hair were deemed less Jewish-looking, East European 
women—who, according to contemporary statistics, were more likely to have 
natural dark coloring—were considered more easily identifiable.’ This young 
woman’s physical qualities and dark coloring are not only those of a Jew, but 
specifically those of a “typical Oriental” woman, which here is code for some- 
one with ties to the authentic Jewish culture of the East (or, in this case, Vienna 
as a stand-in for the East). As Gronemann’s story suggests, members of 
German-Jewish communities internalized these potential differences and used 
them as a form of shorthand for reading others during moments of public en- 
counter.’ The performance of Jewish difference intersected with gender be- 
cause many people believed it to be visible on the bodies of Eastern Jews, and 
particularly Eastern women. 

This chapter explores a range of visually legible factors that contributed 
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to how both Jews and non-Jews assessed Jewishness.? I have divided these fac- 
tors into two main categories: projections of embodied types of Jewishness, 
including those associated with race and ethnicity; and material signifiers in- 
cluding clothing and religious objects. Publicly displayed acts, practices, and 
gestures that further contributed to visibility are discussed in later chapters. I 
demonstrate that, despite the strong opposition expressed by many Weimar 
Jews to methods of identification based on stereotyping, Jews nevertheless re- 
lied heavily on similar forms of racial, ethnic, and cultural profiling using fac- 
tors in these same categories. The chapter’s excursus on racial otherness posi- 
tions race as a central component of the complex set of visual markers that 
Weimar Jews used to create notions of community and determine who should 
be identified as a Jew in a racial/ethnic, religious, or cultural sense.'° By map- 
ping out different Jewish constructions of race in the Weimar Republic, I illu- 
minate the divisive and unifying effects of conceptualizing Jewish difference 
as a form of racial difference. 

Although many held that Jewishness was written on the body, others 
believed that Jewishness could be concealed such that it was visible to only a 
select few. The gendered dynamics of concealing Jewishness take center 
stage in the chapter’s second section on East/West and Dark/Light dichoto- 
mies. Resistance to stereotyping and racialized notions of Jewishness may 
have influenced the adoption of several difficult to spot material signifiers of 
Jewishness, such as small badges or nearly invisible wigs, which enabled 
Jews to choose to reveal Jewishness only to select observers. Modern fash- 
ions such as short hairstyles, as well as technological advances from hair dye 
to plastic surgery, encouraged consumers to look for Jewish difference. Yet 
they also made it simple for Jews to take measures to cover, disguise, or alter 
the body to make Jewishness more or less visible. At times, Weimar Jews 
used modern innovations to challenge binary, opposing, or mutually exclu- 
sive notions of Germanness and Jewishness. 


Constructions of Embodied Racial and Ethnic Difference 


The process of reading embodied signifiers of Jewishness, and of choosing 
when to display, hide, or ignore them, was fraught with anxiety and tension 
during the 1920s and early 1930s. Public demonstrations of antisemitism in 
Germany, though intermittent, were perpetrated against anyone believed to 
“look Jewish.” Those in search of easy targets for antisemitic violence or dis- 
crimination were especially likely to prey upon men who were readily identifi- 
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able on the basis of distinctive garments, beards, or visible Jewish objects such 
as prayer books. On the other hand, women’s garments and hairstyles associ- 
ated with religious observance generally signified modesty and thus did not 
stand out to the same degree. Contradictory to notions that women’s bodies 
were less visible because they lacked permanent markers of Jewish difference 
such as circumcision, women were just as likely, if not more so, to be identified 
as Jewish based on physical characteristics. Other antisemitic stereotypes per- 
taining to Jewish women’s alleged opulence prompted determinations of Jew- 
ishness on the basis of conspicuous displays of wealth (see chapter 3). In many 
cases, the bodies of both Jewish men and women, including hair and eye color, 
facial features, and clothing and other adornments, became objects of scrutiny. 

Stereotypical visual characteristics were used to assess Jewishness both 
by antisemites and by others who faced the threat of antisemitism. The goal 
was to distinguish between “us” and “them” as easily as possible. Many Jews 
deemed it imperative to be able to provide at least a cursory answer to the 
simple question: “Is this person a friend or foe?” Without linguistic clues or 
verbal confirmation, and in the absence of obvious clothing or other definitive 
identifying markers, an appraisal of embodied, material, or performative fac- 
tors provided an answer quickly, if not always accurately. Peter Gay has writ- 
ten that many Berlin Jews were certain they could recognize a Jew due to ap- 
pearance, a way of speaking, or by subtle, elusive signs.!! Regardless of 
whether the term race came into play, the cultural logic of the day understood 
Jewishness to have both a biological foundation and the same “putative visibil- 
ity” commonly associated with race.!? Although many Jews resisted the very 
notion of a “Jewish race’”—particularly one imposed by antisemitic eugenicists 
posing as race scientists—they nevertheless took note of any clues that suppos- 
edly hinted at Jewishness. 

Constructions of physical difference in the early twentieth century drew 
heavily from scientific and pseudoscientific systems developed in the eigh- 
teenth and nineteenth centuries, all of which contributed to the modern notion 
of being able to see embodied Jewishness. Already in the eighteenth century, 
thinkers emphasized the universal nature of humankind while still highlighting 
differences among unequal peoples. In the 1770s, Johann Caspar Lavater pop- 
ularized physiognomy, the study of fixed facial features, which were examined 
intensively in the form of silhouettes and other visual images.!* Shortly there- 
after, Christian Wilhelm von Dohm’s Uber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der 
Juden (On the Civic Improvement of the Jews, 1781) posited that alleged phys- 
ical inadequacies among Jews could be treated, thus calling for a kind of regen- 
eration in the face of degeneration, as Jonathan Hess has observed.'* Other 
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German scientists and philosophers steered these debates about difference in 
the direction of racial theories, many of which classified Jews as a distinct 
group among other peoples (Völker) or races (Rassen). Late eighteenth-century 
naturalists believed Jews to have clearly identifiable signs of innate Jewishness 
already from birth, as Iris Idelson-Shein has demonstrated.'> Orientalist Jo- 
hann David Michaelis conceived of Jews as an “unmixed race of a more south- 
ern people,” thereby attributing Jewish difference to the climate of Mediterra- 
nean regions and the racial qualities that evolved there. In contrast to Dohm, 
Michaelis developed a theory of racial antisemitism that planted the seeds for 
later models.'® 

Racial antisemitism and nationalism went hand in hand, and the Romantic 
movement of the early nineteenth century continued to frame Jews as a popula- 
tion that was biologically distinct from Christian German society. Many Jews 
attempted to circumvent this classification by converting to Christianity, which 
prompted malicious verbal attacks from antisemites such as Achim von Arnim. 
Marriage to Christian Germans often accompanied conversion; both provided 
yet another form of access to mainstream, non-Jewish society. In some in- 
stances, converts from Judaism not only were considered different but also 
were accused of attempting to hide their difference by passing as non-Jews." 
In fact, some converts relocated and succeeded at concealing their Jewish 
backgrounds from their descendants. Some who successfully passed managed 
to erase all traces of Jewishness from the historical record.!® But many known 
former Jews still could not gain access to all desired rights and privileges of 
non-Jews. The fear that Jews were on some level undetectable, coupled with 
the rise of German nationalism and race science in the 1870s, and colonialist 
racial dichotomies more broadly, led to widespread constructions of Jewish- 
ness along racialized “color” lines. 

Different chromatic or color-based systems of codes were put in place 
for the purpose of scientifically classifying physical characteristics as ra- 
cially or ethnically Jewish. Constructions of the oppositional binary catego- 
ries “White” and “Black” meant that Jews were often aligned with one or the 
other.!? Interestingly, the term white Jew, an insult that became popular in 
Nazi Germany, did not refer to a Jew, but rather a non-Jew who behaved like 
a Jew, as Valerie Weinstein points out in her work on films made during the 
Third Reich.” Jews were not always considered White. Sander Gilman’s im- 
portant book, The Jew’s Body (1991), traces historical comparisons between 
Jews, Blacks, and Black Africans in racial science, suggesting that Jews had 
crossed racial boundaries in the global imaginary. Blackness became appli- 
cable to Jews, both with respect to racial difference in the form of skin pig- 
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mentation, and as a literal color and metonymic form of shorthand for stereo- 
typical dark hair, eyes, or skin that was not “pure” white. The term Black 
came to be associated with Jewishness more broadly, including as a referent 
for skin color that also was perceived as swarthy, olive, or yellow-tinted.7! 
Such prominent Jewish intellectuals as Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) and 
Franz Kafka (1883-1924) noted that Jews were visibly different in ways that 
paralleled the racial difference of Blacks.” Many other Jews, too, internal- 
ized these projections and conceptualized Jewish difference as visible on the 
body, though sometimes in subversive ways. 

Yellowish skin color was mapped onto literary characters leading up to 
and during the Weimar period. Both non-Jewish and Jewish authors manipu- 
lated racial stereotypes involving the color yellow in order to call attention to 
antisemitic or negative perceptions of Jews. In fact, several books by Jewish 
writers actively deployed such stereotypes in their satirical responses to earlier 
works. One widely distributed novel, Artur Landsberger’s Berlin ohne Juden 
(Berlin without Jews, 1925), responded to Hugo Bettauer’s novel, Die Stadt 
ohne Juden: Ein Roman von Übermorgen (The City without Jews: A Novel for 
Our Time, 1922). Bettauer’s dystopic novel about the expulsion of Jews from 
Vienna was itself a parody of an earlier antisemitic text.”? Landsberger’s non- 
Jewish protagonist Boris Pinski is described as recognizably Jewish for anyone 
looking for what were considered to be Jewish racial characteristics. The “yel- 
lowish tone of his face,” as well as his poor posture and nearsightedness, qual- 
ify Pinski as a “Slavic type” who can be mistaken for an East European Jew.” 

Other literary works at the intersection of biopolitics and science fiction 
considered how skin color and, consequently, constructions of race and racial 
visibility might be altered. A short tale by Salomo Friedlaender (1871-1946; 
pseudonym: Mynona), Der operierte Goj (The Operated Goy, 1922), re- 
sponded to Oskar Panizza’s grossly antisemitic depictions in Der operierte 
Jud’ (The Operated Jew, 1893). In this sinister story, Panizza engages modern 
scientific racism to suggest that Jews could be completely transformed into 
non-Jews only through drastic medical procedures. Panizza’s grotesque de- 
scriptions of the Jewish body include the “slightly yellow skin” of his Jewish 
protagonist, Itzig Faitel Stern.” This tale prompted Friedlaender to create a 
character with his same surname, Professor Friedlaender, who, similar to but 
also as a parody of Panizza, transforms a non-Jew into a Jew through hair dye 
and plastic surgery. But these medicalized racial transformations apply not 
only to those hoping to join or leave the “Jewish race”: Professor Friedlaender’s 
success leads a former emperor to have himself “transformed into a Negro in 
order to escape the Bolshevist rabble.”*° Friedlaender’s text concludes with the 
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utopian fantasy that racial difference would cease to matter if one could trans- 
form one’s race at will.” Yet even in their inversions of racial stereotypes, 
Friedlaender and Landsberger still relied upon notions of Jewish racial differ- 
ence. If one failed to remove the layers of irony, their characters could resem- 
ble figures popularized in antisemitic representations. 

In 1931 in New York, African American author George Schuyler (1895- 
1977) published a similarly satirical work of science fiction, Black No More: 
Being an Account of the Strange and Wonderful Workings of Science in the 
Land of the Free, AD 1933-1940. Schuyler’s satire of American race relations 
engaged with the futuristic possibility of transforming Blacks into Whites as a 
means of criticizing groups that influenced perceptions of race and upheld 
Whiteness as an ideal. In Black No More, the “unfit” peoples that one White 
leader of the “Anglosaxon Association” wishes to have sterilized include “Ne- 
groes, aliens; Jews and other riff raff.””® An explicit criticism of the American 
system, Schuyler’s novel also could be read as an assault on German racism 
and racial antisemitism. In fact, it is while studying in Germany that Schuyler’s 
character Dr. Junius Crookman learns to whiten Blacks.” In this American 
literary work from 1931, Germany is envisioned as a site of innovative at- 
tempts to pass, transform, and whiten. 

Cultural representations by Weimar Jewish authors and artists co-opted 
historically stigmatized symbols in unexpected ways, some of which turned 
racialized emblems of shame into celebrated images. The biblical story of the 
mark of Cain (Genesis 4:15) initiated a long tradition of shaming through 
physical markers imposed or imprinted by others. Some have argued that the 
mark of Cain manifested itself in the form of a dark skin color, and that Cain 
was “cursed with Blackness,” not unlike the biblical figure Ham. Numerous 
African American writers in fact understood themselves as descendants of 
Cain.® In Juden auf Wanderschaft (The Wandering Jews, 1927), writer Joseph 
Roth (1894-1939) similarly linked the mark of Cain to cultural traits acquired 
by Jews during their centuries in Europe: “At any rate it will be difficult for 
them to become a nation with a completely new, un-European physiognomy. 
The European mark of Cain won’t wash off”! Here Roth suggests that erasing 
Europeanness by unlearning values and customs would be nearly as impossible 
as escaping the intangible mark that made them a highly visible group. Roth’s 
turn of phrase further racialized “Europeanness”—Europe became part of Jew- 
ish physiognomy—and thereby added Europeanness to the list of Cain’s pos- 
sible curses. But the most common interpretation of the Cain story told of a 
mark on Cain’s forehead. Talmudic commentators postulated that this sign was 
a letter of God’s name engraved in Cain’s forehead.** Perhaps partly in re- 
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sponse to this last interpretation, foreheads have long been envisioned as a 
place for displaying various stigmas. Branding someone’s forehead with a 
given symbol served as a punishment for alleged crimes such as sexual immo- 
rality or attempting to escape from slavery. 

Such metaphorical forehead markers also recurred in Jewish contexts, 
sometimes as symbols of shame, and other times as indicators of Jewish pride. 
An eighteenth-century Yiddish folktale told of a princess born with a small 
golden star on her forehead, whose brothers were cursed and transformed into 
geese for failing to help her. Eventually, she became a kind of messianic figure 
who underwent suffering to remove the curse.** In contrast, a short story by 
Russian and Yiddish writer Ossip Dymow (1878-1959; pseudonym of Yosef 
Perelman), “The Symbol,” appeared in 1928 in the largest Zionist newspaper, 
Jiidische Rundschau (Jewish Review), with a very different message. “The 
Symbol” ominously warned readers that any beautiful Jewish woman who de- 
serted her people and her God risked being branded with a terrible, unspecified 
symbol on her forehead by members of the Jewish community. A blacksmith’s 
daughter, Chane, receives this conspicuous red symbol with the admonition, 
“Your beauty was responsible for everything. One doesn’t need such beauty.’”** 
The notion that Jews would imprint Jewish visibility onto a woman who tried 
to leave her community hints at the forcefulness with which some Jews im- 
posed notions of solidarity. Or, if taken as a criticism of these practices, Dy- 
mow’s story portrays otherwise less visible women as potential victims of 
vengeful, misogynistic attempts to render women more visible. It further il- 
lustrates the ambiguousness and fluidity attributed to Jewish women whose 
beauty enabled them to find acceptance outside of Jewish circles. 

In stark contrast, and in what amounts to an inversion of the practice of 
branding a woman with a mark of shame, poet Else Lasker-Schiiler (1869- 
1945) conceived of how a star on her forehead might mark her as someone in 
search of redemption.” Expressionist artist John Höxter’s image of the poet 
proudly brandishing a Star of David symbol in the middle of her forehead ap- 
peared in the Jewish humor magazine, Schlemiel, in 1919, opposite one of her 
poems (see figure 4).*° Höxter’s use of this symbol echoed Lasker-Schiiler’s 
representations of stars in her poems and drawings, including self-portraits. 
Both Lasker-Schiiler and her portraitist envisioned the Star of David as a vol- 
untary performance of Jewishness. This explicit forehead marker compounded 
Lasker-Schüler’s known affinity for performing Jewishness though self- 
fashioning that was coded Eastern and “Oriental.” Further, it added to a body 
that—due to Lasker-Schiiler’s dark coloring—was already coded Jewish in a 
racial sense. Whereas embodied racialized Jewish coding was neither elective 
nor unambiguous, open displays of a Star of David indicated the ability of 
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Die Dichterin Else Lasker-Schüler Zeichnung John Höxter 


Fig. 4. Poet Else Lasker-Schüler, drawing by John Höxter in Schlemiel, 
1919. (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 


Weimar Jews to choose to disclose Jewishness and to avoid passive acceptance 
of the Jewishness projected onto them by others. 


Cultural appropriations of stigmatized symbols and dominant stereotypes 
were informed and supposedly corroborated by the findings of anthropologi- 
cal studies, particularly with respect to coloring. The near-ubiquitous pres- 
ence of certain fictional images helped generate the need for easily quantifi- 
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able data that could be incorporated into anthropological findings. As 
historian Andrew Zimmerman has noted, the German Anthropological Soci- 
ety established two “pure” types for the purpose of simplified differentiation 
in the 1870s: the “blond type” and the “brunette type.” Blond hair, blue eyes, 
and white skin pointed to Germanness in the sense of the “classical appear- 
ance of the Teutons” as described in Tacitus’s Germania in the first century 
CE. The opposite type, or black hair, brown eyes, and brown skin, signified 
something other than Germanness, including and especially Jewishness. 
Other iterations of these combinations—for example, brown hair and blue 
eyes, or blond hair and brown eyes—were classified as “mixed-form.”?’ An- 
thropologist Rudolf Virchow’s influential study, published in 1886, presented 
data suggesting that only 11 percent of Jewish schoolchildren in Germany 
were blond, whereas roughly 32 percent of their non-Jewish counterparts 
could be classified as the “blond type.’”*8 

Some scholars have interpreted Virchow’s study as evidence that Jews 
were relatively indistinguishable from non-Jews in Germany. This was indeed 
how it was received in liberal Jewish circles. At the time of publication, how- 
ever, antisemites used it to support notions of visible difference.” After Vir- 
chow, a study by Russian anthropologist Arkadius Elkind, published in 1906 in 
a Jewish research periodical, showed that blond hair was extremely rare among 
Polish Jews and uncommon among Lithuanian and Galician Jews, despite a 
strong presence of blond hair in those populations in general.“ American an- 
thropologist Maurice Fishberg wrote in his 1911 study that a beautiful Jewish 
woman “who looks like a Jewess” would “have generally black or brown hair” 
in keeping with Sephardic beauty, which historian John Efron has explored at 
length.*! By the early twentieth century, both cultural perceptions and scien- 
tific findings suggested that East European Jews had darker coloring. These 
claims further reinforced the widespread notion that Eastern Jews were more 
easily detectable. 

Anthropology and other emerging fields including psychoanalysis con- 
tributed to constructions of Jewishness as a race with observable characteris- 
tics that often played out along gender lines.’” Jewish men were accused of 
possessing “feminine” character traits and were considered recognizably Jew- 
ish insofar as they were seen as less masculine than non-Jews. The influential 
work of Viennese philosopher Otto Weininger (1880-1903), Geschlecht und 
Charakter (Sex and Character, 1903), played a pivotal role in feminizing the 
Jewish male body. Weininger, whom scholars have characterized as a pioneer 
of Jewish self-hatred, hypothesized that certain Jewish racial characteristics 
would persist despite all Jewish efforts to adapt.** Antisemitic thought profited 
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from such arguments, which reinforced notions of ineradicable Jewish differ- 
ence. Psychoanalysis responded to—and thereby tacitly sustained—the argu- 
ment that Jewish difference was indelibly imprinted upon the male Jewish 
body through circumcision, yet far more difficult to detect among female Jews. 
As Ann Pellegrini and others have observed, one central project of psycho- 
analysis (including Freud’s work on emasculation and castration) was to de- 
feminize “hypervisible” circumcised Jewish men by shifting the conversation 
from a focus on masculinity to a new focus on femininity (including hyste- 
ria).*° Such constructions of Jewishness became even more visible to the public 
eye as Jews became targets of an antisemitism that reinforced and codified 
these stereotypes. 

Faced with a scientifically innovative type of racial antisemitism that was 
spreading rapidly throughout Europe, some liberal Jews argued that because 
Jews could assimilate entirely, they therefore had no visible racial characteris- 
tics that set them apart from other Germans—or, at the very least, they could 
eliminate or conceal such markers. The events of the fin-de-siécle, including 
the Dreyfus Affair in France, the blatantly antisemitic rhetoric of Viennese 
mayor Karl Lueger, and the international hoax of The Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion (1903; circulated in German translation in 1920), launched a new sense 
of urgency to blend in with one’s surroundings (or, for many Zionists, to pursue 
Jewish statehood elsewhere). 

Many liberal German Jews responded by trying to convince their fellow 
Jews to become less visible. Walther Rathenau (1867-1922) pseudonymously 
published a short invective, “Hore, Israel!” (Hear, O Israel!, 1897), calling 
upon Jews to shed all “tribal” attributes and undergo a complete metamorpho- 
sis in order to become “Jews of German character and education.” In this con- 
troversial text, Rathenau suggests that the external features of Jews would 
cease to differ greatly from those of other Germans if they spent enough time 
with “native Germans” (Stammesdeutsche).* Other liberal thinkers, too, 
sought to combat essentialist notions of Jewishness as something inherent and 
ineradicable, or as a race with an unchangeable biological foundation, though 
most still conceived of the Jewish people as an ethnic community of descent.” 
In the wake of antisemitism experienced during the First World War, physician 
Fritz Kahn’s Die Juden als Rasse und Kulturvolk (The Jews as a Race and 
Civilization, 1920) similarly countered the notion of a “pure” Jewish race and 
highlighted the role of environment in shaping development over time, with the 
stated aim of serving as both a “textbook and defense book.’”® Clarifying that 
Jews were not all alike on a racial or biological level was on some level a con- 
tribution to Jewish self-defense. 
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Others challenged this argument and pointed out the precariousness of the 
view that Jews possessed no essential differences from other Germans. In his 
satirical style, Zionist Sammy Gronemann argued that the liberals’ position 
was foolish, if for no other reason than that “every street urchin could tell by 
looking at their noses that they were not descendants of Hermann the Ger- 
man.”® For Gronemann, it made little sense to disavow Jewishness as an eth- 
nicity when it was, as he saw it, clearly visible in the form of inherited physical 
characteristics. Of course, the concept of a distinctly Jewish nose appeared 
time and again as a controversial indicator of Jewish visibility. It was not un- 
heard of for official German court documents to describe a wanted suspect as 
having the distinguishing feature of a “Jewish nose.” In one instance, a con- 
tributor to the Familienblatt protested the official sanctioning of this stereotype 
as if it were a factual descriptor.” Noses were but one part of the body that 
could be considered Jewish when they took a certain shape that was deemed 
inferior.*! Both inherited and acquired embodied traits contributed to construc- 
tions of Jewish difference. 

The growing Zionist movement, in contrast to the liberal position, argued 
that Jews should declare themselves openly as Jews, and that so-called “weak,” 
“ghetto,” or bourgeois Jews could transform themselves into physically robust 
“new Jews” through athletic activity. The “muscle Judaism” (Muskeljuden- 
tum) championed by Max Nordau (1849-1923) and others encouraged gym- 
nastics and physical training not in order for Jews to more closely resemble 
other Germans, but rather for Jews to achieve physical self-improvement on 
their own terms. Both liberals and Zionists advocated for the reform and reju- 
venation of the Jewish body in different ways, though the Zionist movement 
was considerably more invested in reviving the Jewish body politic (Volkskör- 
per), defined in part by its blood ties.’? Part of this project consisted of raising 
awareness about the health of Jews as a people. Zionist social scientists Arthur 
Ruppin and Felix Theilhaber published extensively about the composition of 
the Jewish population and often attributed its decline to such social practices 
as intermarriage and later marriage, while still advocating for its renewal.** 
Although emphasizing physical improvement through sports was not the 
same as recommending a nose job, many Zionists and others assessed the 
Jewishness of the body along gender and racial lines, if only to reject antise- 
mitic claims of Jewish inferiority.”* Indeed, a range of Jewish groups ad- 
dressed the question of how best to approach and discredit constructions of an 
allegedly inferior Jewish race. 

In the 1920s, numerous German-Jewish organizations hosted cultural 
events and other forums for Jews to engage critically and intensively with con- 
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temporary racial theories about the Jewish body. Periodicals reflect how differ- 
ent Jewish subgroups responded to a question that received national and inter- 
national attention around this time: “Is there a Jewish race?”>> The nonpartisan 
Israelitisches Familienblatt was instrumental in bringing ostensibly neutral 
discussions of racial difference to the fore. It initially characterized Jewish dif- 
ference as circumstantial and somewhat malleable, building on notions of Jew- 
ish adaptability that were becoming increasingly popular.*° One contributor 
reported on the findings of a Jewish medical doctor, Hans Bing, who, at an 
event organized by the Centralverein, acknowledged the potential biological 
impact of years of ghettoization and endogamy, while also stressing the theo- 
retical ability of Jews to conform to Europeanness.*’ 

In a similar vein, the Familienblatt reported on the work of Jewish phi- 
losopher Constantin Brunner, who was well known in Jewish circles for his 
support of assimilation. The Familienblatt noted that Brunner (1862-1937; 
pseudonym of Arjeh Yehuda “Leo” Wertheimer) maintained that the distin- 
guishing feature of the Jewish racial type was its unlimited variability and con- 
sequent ability to resemble all other races (Anähnlichung).® Like Rathenau, 
with whom Brunner had exchanged ideas, Brunner argued that assimilation 
was key to both survival and success for everyone, including Jews. He stated 
plainly in another text about Jews: “All life is bound to adaptation (Anpas- 
sung), to assimilation.”*? One controversial piece by Brunner suggested that 
the Centralverein should help Jews emancipate themselves, which he argued 
could be achieved if Jews were to give up their claim to difference. Brunner 
elsewhere pointed out that Blacks in the United States provided an example of 
how a targeted racial group could make tremendous contributions to the same 
culture in which it had previously met with oppression, a comparison that un- 
derscores the racial nature of even supposedly deracialized notions of Jewish 
difference.°! In their treatment of Jewishness as a racial quality, scientists and 
philosophers alike argued that Jews were gifted at blending in, conforming, or 
passing as non-Jewish Germans or Europeans. 

As antisemitic manipulation of racial theories intensified in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, the Familienblatt’s position shifted toward explicit acknowl- 
edgment of Jewish racial difference, along with the need for equal rights and 
privileges in the face of these alleged differences.” In an effort to disseminate 
recent and supposedly unbiased research on race to all of their readers, the 
Familienblatt editors included in the paper’s illustrated supplement numerous 
excerpts and images from race theorist Ludwig Ferdinand Clauß’s work, Von 
Seele und Antlitz der Rassen und Vélker (On the Soul and Face of Races and 
Peoples, 1929). In their short introduction, the editors surprisingly did not con- 
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test Clauß’s racial categorization of Jews as predominantly “Oriental” and 
“Near Eastern” types, and instead embraced Clauß’s objective categorization 
of Jews as different but not inferior.°° According to Clauß’s system, Jewishness 
could be assessed according to photographs, and Jews were very rarely per- 
ceived as entirely “Nordic” or “Central European,” two categories associated 
with Germanness.™ By cultivating an awareness of these types, the Familien- 
blatt apparently sought to arm readers with a scientific basis for challenging 
allegations of racial inferiority, while still acknowledging notions of regionally 
based Jewish racial difference that excluded Jews from Germanness. 

But these divisive racial theories—which grew in popularity at this time, 
alongside works by antisemitic race scientists such as Hans Giinther—quickly 
put Weimar Jews on the defensive.® As denying the existence of Jewish differ- 
ence became a less potent weapon, many Jews instead turned to countering 
allegations of an inferior Jewish racial aesthetic. In 1930, the Familienblatt 
organized a prize contest that encouraged mothers to send in photographs of 
their beautiful, even “superior” children. The editors, in a protective tone, sug- 
gested that “indeed, the typical Jewish child is infinitely more beautiful, purely 
expressive, and noble of race than the nationalistic racial theorists can even 
imagine.”® Implied here is the manner in which racial theorists had attacked 
Jews as a lesser race. In response to this contest announcement, the Familien- 
blatt received a large number of submissions. Photos of 20 children were pro- 
nounced finalists for “The Beautiful Jewish Child,’ and all were awarded 
prizes according to how readers ranked them (see figure 5).67 
photos of “typical Jewish” children who did not all possess stereotypical attri- 
butes, the contest challenged antisemitic notions of aesthetic inferiority with 
evidence of good-looking Jewish children.‘ Such activities invited widespread 
Jewish participation in the process of politicizing the issue of race at the per- 
sonal level. By the early 1930s, even average readers of the Jewish press both 
confronted and responded to the burgeoning field of nationalistic race theory, 
if only on the level of wanting to celebrate their own children. 

In contrast to nonpartisan positions such as those taken by the Familien- 
blatt, which fluctuated parallel to mainstream shifts, liberal Jewish thinkers 
and organizations tended to take a more aggressive defensive stance on the race 
question. Some broadly rejected contemporary race theories by arguing that 
externally visible physical features simply could not be used to distinguish 
Jews from other Germans, or to establish national identity at all. At the heart of 
the mission of the Centralverein was the idea that Jews should be treated as 
equal German citizens, and that they were capable of looking the part. Self- 
defense against antisemitism that in any way threatened this mission topped 
the Centralverein agenda. 


In publicizing 
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Näheres auf der vorletzten Seite der vorliegenden Familienblatl-Nummer 


Fig. 5. “The Beautiful Jewish Child,” prize contest in Israelitisches Fam- 
ilienblatt, 1930. (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 


Julius Goldstein (1873-1929), the founder and editor of the highbrow jour- 
nal Der Morgen (The Morning), which was affiliated with the Centralverein, 
explicitly mentioned race among the issues the journal would address.’ Gold- 
stein had already explored the question “Are racial characteristics ascertain- 
able?” in his book Rasse und Politik (Race and Politics, 1921), which responded 
in part to Virchow’s work.’! A summary of his answer was presented to members 
of the Reichsbund jiidischer Frontsoldaten and also appeared in its publication, 
Der Schild (The Shield), in 1925: “Whether an animal belongs to a particular 
animal species can be determined based on external features. But whether a per- 
son or a group of people belong to a nation cannot, at least not in Europe, be 
determined on the basis of external features.’”” Goldstein shifted the emphasis 
away from projections of Jewishness based solely on visual appraisals. His rhet- 
oric built on the liberal Jewish political stance to argue that race science problem- 
atically invented a connection between physical appearance and the rights and 
privileges that come with nationhood. In a subtler manner, Goldstein discour- 
aged treating Jews (and all humans) as if they were classifiable according to ani- 
mal species rubrics.” In general, the RjF affirmed Goldstein’s notion of Jewish 
inclusion in a German or European majority they had helped build.” 
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Other liberal thinkers likewise used Virchow’s findings as evidence 
against the notion that Germans and Jews belonged to separate races and pos- 
sessed certain distinctive features. Breslau attorney Ludwig Foerder (1885- 
1954), who was active in the Centralverein and contributed to the Jiidisch- 
liberale Zeitung (Jewish Liberal Newspaper), cited a long history of conversion 
and intermarriage to show that race and national identity could not be conflated 
in the case of Germanness.” Several years later, in 1927, Foerder parsed the 
basic statutes of the Centralverein to argue that its own mission undermined the 
fact that Jews were already fully German. He maintained that the Centralver- 
ein’s goal of “fortifying the unwavering cultivation of the German disposition 
(deutsche Gesinnung)” on some level implied that Jews were not already full 
Germans a priori. Even more problematic for Foerder was that nowhere did the 
Centralverein refer to the need for the cultivation of a “Jewish disposition.” He 
claimed that CV members deemed the formal commitment (Bekenntnis) to 
Jewishness sufficient for their purposes.’° A similar call came from others, es- 
pecially members of the younger generation of the Centralverein, to refrain 
from constantly referencing the need for a sense of Germanness that should 
have been self-evident. That their Germanness was in a state of flux was prob- 
lematic; Jewishness as a constant provided a counterpoint and model of stabil- 
ity.’’ These voices echo the anxieties among German Jews who wished to be 
less visible as Jews, but more visible as Germans, yet found support for theo- 
ries of visible Jewish difference at every turn. 

As the Nazi party gained popularity and its teachings began to infiltrate 
everyday life, it became a perilous sign of non-Germanness to possess dark 
hair or eyes, or other physical attributes associated with “non-Aryans.” In the 
early 1930s, Centralverein attorney Werner Cahnmann (1902-80) responded 
directly to race scientist Hans Giinther, whose work profoundly shaped Nazi 
racial theories. In a booklet published in 1932, Cahnmann outlined the danger 
of Giinther’s argument for Jews in Germany, explaining that because Jews in 
general were deemed foreign to Europe (europafremd), race hygienists in Ger- 
many were essentially required to embrace antisemitism in the interest of 
achieving a racially “pure” Europe. Though Cahnmann refrained from ad- 
dressing differences in physical appearance, he maintained that Jews had be- 
come full members of the German Volk through a long period of adaptation and 
German cultural education.’ The Centralverein, which continued to respond 
directly to current racial typologies, repeated the same message in brochures 
that it distributed, claiming in one flyer: “There are just as many blond, blue- 
eyed, and tall Jews as there are dark-haired, brown-eyed, and short non-Jews.””” 
Some Jews attempted to mitigate the potentially harmful effects of construc- 
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tions of race to bolster the liberal argument in favor of a cultural form of Ger- 
man national belonging. 

Yet ideology and common practice were often at odds. Although many 
liberal German Jews embraced theoretical arguments countering the existence 
of visible Jewish racial traits, they nevertheless continued to demonstrate that 
they believed it was possible to see Jewishness. By arguing that the Jewish 
body could and should be transformed, Zionist rhetoric, too, conceded that 
Jewish difference was imprinted on the body, albeit in such a way that it could 
be made less visible. Not only non-Jews and antisemites, but also many Jews, 
too, held that the dark coloring associated with some Jews was a telltale sign of 
Eastern otherness and sometimes signified an authentic form of Jewishness.*° 
Jews and others found numerous ways to portray the Jewishness they observed 
on the streets of Germany, and while traveling; they claimed to detect it in the 
faces of cultural icons, and in descriptions and illustrations of literary charac- 
ters. In doing so, they helped codify stereotypical notions of what Jews looked 
like, which by extension made it more difficult to defy the very norms they 
aimed to challenge. At the same time, the breadth of their representations pro- 
vided a range of perspectives on Jewish visibility, which both complicated and 
disputed any single concept of how Jews could be detected. 


East and West, Dark and Light 


Within Jewish communities in Germany, Eastern and Western Jews engaged in 
a nuanced process of self-differentiation that often relied on embodied physical 
characteristics, and which generally cast Eastern Jews as more visible and “for- 
eign.’ Many German Jews used supposed differences between Western and 
Eastern Jewish bodies to highlight similarities between German Jews and their 
non-Jewish neighbors: the idea was to show that even though many (Eastern) 
Jews couldn’t pass, others definitely could. These differences were as much 
constructed as based on actual places of origin or residence. From a geograph- 
ical or cartographic perspective, the line between East and West was not usu- 
ally clear; regional separateness and distinctiveness had blurred considerably 
with the waves of westward mass migration from the Russian Empire that be- 
gan in the 1880s and continued into the 1920s.°! Approximately 70,000 East 
European Jews migrated westward and settled in Germany during this period, 
many in the wake of the First World War.*? Moscow, Kiev, and Warsaw were 
located in “the East,” certainly—but what about Prague and Vienna? And what 
of Königsberg and Breslau (then in Germany, but today in Russia and Poland)? 
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Jews from all over Europe encountered one another in the German cities 
of Berlin, Frankfurt, Hamburg, and Munich, and in many other towns and vil- 
lages. In Germany, the term Westjuden (Western Jews) came to mean Jews who 
were settled, modern, acculturated, able to blend in, and in touch with both the 
secular and the vernacular. The word Ostjuden (Eastern Jews) pejoratively re- 
ferred to Jews who were transitory, traditional, tended toward religious obser- 
vance, spoke Yiddish, and were “foreign.”®? To be perceived as Eastern was to 
be identified as more visibly Jewish, often at the level of embodied character- 
istics or coloring. As Jack Wertheimer has noted, the word “Russian” was 
shorthand for “Russian Jew.’** 

Even with what some scholars have termed the “Cult of the Ostjuden,” 
a positively inflected obsession with the presumed authentic Jewish culture 
of Eastern Europe, the word East nearly always carried with it a stigma of 
sorts.®° Many East European Jewish men who were easily recognizable due 
to their traditional attire or beards were stigmatized or exoticized. Already in 
the eighteenth century, philosopher Solomon Maimon (1754-1800) com- 
mented that adherents of the Berlin Jewish Enlightenment looked down upon 
those Jews who still wore long beards and who could not speak standard 
German.°® Similarly, in an 1823 essay, Heinrich Heine (1797-1856) fa- 
mously described Polish Jews as barbaric, bearded, fur-clad, mumbling, and 
smelling of garlic, though he also sarcastically claimed to prefer them to 
certain Western Jews.®’ In the early twentieth century, stereotypes about East 
European Jews encompassed both their appearance and lifestyle, which some 
perceived as primitive.°® Even social workers and other supporters of Jewish 
migrants criticized East European Jewish households as “unhygienic” for 
failing to meet rationalized standards of domestic cleanliness. Women were 
often held responsible for the alleged filth associated with the households 
and bodies of impoverished Eastern Jews.°? 

In keeping with the mythologies generated by contemporary scientific 
findings, a typology emerged in Weimar-era cultural texts that portrayed 
Eastern and Western Jewish women as both physically and emotionally dif- 
ferent from one another. The constructed differences between them encom- 
passed embodied signifiers as well as elements of dress, personality, and 
even professional engagement. The stereotypical East European Jewish 
woman rarely possessed blond hair; her West or Central European counter- 
part was more likely to have light brown hair or fair skin, but likewise was 
not usually depicted as blond. Jewish women from the elusive “East” — 
including some from Austria and other nearby countries—were particularly 
likely to be cast as dark and exotic, and potentially also beautiful, erotic, or 
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sensuous. Literary works by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch and other authors 
perpetuated and reinforced these associations in the decades leading up to 
and during the Weimar period. Fantasies of the “beautiful Jewess” invited 
special attention to women’s appearance and behavior, particularly with re- 
spect to sexuality, and images of the “beautiful Jewess” were present in the 
literature and culture of many European traditions.” 

Such categories also provided many who were involved in the production 
of German-Jewish culture with a method of criticizing Western Jewish women 
and idealizing women from the East. This further exoticized the Eastern other 
and contributed to a longing for unconventional representative models. In this 
vein, the inner-Jewish discourse, particularly among Zionists, portrayed West- 
ern Jewish women (Westjiidinnen) as assimilationist, superficial, and material- 
istic. In contrast, Eastern Jewish women (Ostjiidinnen) were upheld as more 
family-oriented and pious, and therefore more virtuous.?! One contributor to 
Martin Buber’s journal, Der Jude (The Jew), described the Jewish girls of Ger- 
many as “overgroomed, vain, flirtatious women who lust after money and plea- 
sure,” who could be identified by their “very slender figure[s] and fashionably 
cut clothing.”””? Like the mainstream figure of the New Woman, Western Jewish 
women were more likely to be associated with the urban life of the metropolis, 
whereas Eastern Jewish women often were imbued with studiousness or un- 
tainted, rural wholesomeness. Because they were coded as more distinctively 
Jewish, representations of East European Jewish women sometimes stood in 
for Jewish women as a whole. 

Countless literary descriptions and visual representations portrayed Jew- 
ish female characters as visibly dark, sometimes hinting at racial otherness or 
foreignness.” Many authors included detailed passages that explicitly dis- 
cussed the relationship between appearance and Jewishness, often through the 
eyes of one character encountering another. For instance, the eponymous pro- 
tagonist in the best-selling antiwar novel, Die Katrin wird Soldat (Katrin Be- 
comes a Soldier, 1930), by writer Adrienne Thomas (1897-1980; pseudonym 
of Hertha Adrienne Strauch), is repeatedly described using adjectives that em- 
phasize her dark coloring. The moment when young Alsace-Lorraine native 
Katrin (Cathérine) Lentz’s Jewishness is revealed to the reader occurs when an 
older friend wants to bestow upon her a decidedly non-Jewish nickname: “Ma- 
ria.” To his inquiry as to whether she is only a “half-Jew” with a blonde, Chris- 
tian mother, she responds, “No, no, I’m the real thing.””* Whereas Katrin is at 
first surprised that someone would mistake her for a non-Jew, others regard her 
appearance as incompatible with Germanness and inquire whether she might 
be French. According to the logic of accepted stereotypes and racial science, 
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Katrin’s dark coloring made her more likely to be something other than Ger- 
man. The border territory of Alsace-Lorraine, with a national affiliation that 
was constantly in question, provided the perfect cover for a Jewish character’s 
ambiguous appearance; its quality of being outside of the German center 
marked it as other. With its Mediterranean coast, France also aligned with 
southern regions associated with the East. 

Like the girl with the “typical Oriental face” described by Gronemann, 
many Jewish women and men were thought to possess coloring and features 
commonly associated with Mediterranean regions. Implied by the broad term 
Mediterranean are such Southern European countries as Italy, Greece, and per- 
haps Spain and France, as well as what we today refer to as the Middle East. 
Jews from these regions were believed to have darker coloring and thus to be 
better at blending in with their non-Jewish surroundings than Jews in Germany. 
Journalist Bertha Badt-Strauss (1885-1970) summarized in the Jüdische Rund- 
schau how a Jewish student from Trieste explained what it was like to live as a 
Jew in Italy: “We Jews are actually doing too well here in Italy! .. . You 
see—we are not many here; on the surface we resemble (especially to non- 
Jewish eyes! as we confirm later in the Venetian ghetto) the others; we fulfill 
the same duties and enjoy the same rights as our fellow Italian citizens.” De- 
spite this seemingly enthusiastic recommendation, Badt-Strauss’s article also 
pointed out major obstacles of living in Italy and the growing popularity of 
Zionism among even those who identified as “national Italian” Jews.” Signifi- 
cantly, this description corroborates the widespread notion that many Jews 
looked “Mediterranean-enough” on the surface to be mistaken for Italian, and 
that it was not always possible to distinguish between the two. In fact, Freud’s 
own children supposedly avoided discrimination because they looked Italian.’ 
Also implied is that many Jews—or those trained to look with “Jewish eyes” — 
believed they were able to tell the difference between Jews and non-Jews in 
Italy, just as many believed they could identify Jews in Germany. 

The dark coloring of Jewish women labeled “Eastern” or “Mediterra- 
nean” also came to represent their ability to perform Jewishness effectively. 
Writer Arnold Zweig (1887-1968) observed in his book Das ostjüdische Ant- 
litz (The Face of East European Jewry, 1920) that these traits were constitutive 
of mass-produced fantasies about Jewish and other women, noting “that racial 
traits such as dark eyes and black hair, whose bearers may be pure as Luna, 
cannot prevent either soldier or student from wanting to make love to a dusky 
female Jew, Pole, or Spaniard.””’ Elsewhere Zweig reinforced these fantasies 
through his assessments of Jewish theater and film actresses. He also pointed 
out that, from a typecasting perspective, the dark features of actresses with East 
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European origins made them highly qualified to play Jewish or similarly 
“other” characters.’® Many critics agreed with Zweig. Alfred Kerr summarily 
described Russian-born Maria Orska (1893-1930, born Rahel Blindermann) as 
“dark,” and theater director Rudolf Bernauer deemed Orska especially capable 
of portraying “an exotic woman.”” And although Elisabeth Bergner (1897- 
1986, born Elisabeth Ettel) infrequently played explicitly Jewish roles, many 
of her characters evoked distant lands including Italy and Russia.'” At the 
same time, both Orska and Bergner were lauded for their ability to appeal to 
both Jewish and mainstream German audiences. Their mastery of acting was 
tied to the changeability commonly associated with Jews, and especially Jew- 
ish women. Traits associated with both Easternness (in the form of dark color- 
ing or “exotic” features) and Jewishness (including the ability to hide or cover 
it) thus contributed to the demand for these actresses in Weimar culture. !°! 

Because dark hair was considered one of the most visible signifiers of 
embodied Jewishness, at times it was deemed less desirable than lighter hair. 
The transformation of hair color was consequently a key issue for Jewish iden- 
tity.'% Women turned to different methods of disguising themselves and their 
hair to initiate a change of appearance. Whereas luxury wigs provided a fash- 
ionable, yet relatively expensive option for religiously observant women, hair 
dye also became available to the masses. In the early twentieth century, new 
dye formulas made it easier and less toxic for women to change their hair color. 
A new verb (blondieren) that referred to the practice of using chemicals to dye 
hair blond also appeared in advertisements in the Jewish press.!° Recurring 
advertisements in the Centralverein’s newspaper, C. V.-Zeitung, for the innova- 
tive hair dye “Aureol Haarfarbe” offered readers hair color in any shade, “from 
the lightest blond to the darkest black.”!* These ads suggest that a range of 
shades were in demand and could give the illusion that they were the wearer’s 
“genuine” or “natural” hair color. Changing one’s hair color could make some- 
one look more or less Jewish; it weighed heavily in the performance of racial- 
ized Jewish traits. 

Not only hair color, but also hair texture, figured as a signifier of Jewish- 
ness: curly or wavy hair has long been considered a Jewish ethnic trait. De- 
spite—or, in some cases, perhaps due to—these associations with Jewishness, 
many Jewish women considered certain kinds of curls desirable during the 
Weimar period. Marketing strategies deployed in the Jewish press suggest that 
some Jewish women were interested in retaining their authentic curls, or ob- 
taining curlier hair through various combs, lotions, and permanent wave 
styles.!% One advertisement that appeared several times in Die jüdische Frau 
(The Jewish Woman), a women’s magazine, made clear that the Onda- 
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Wellenformer would create only the “right” type of curls. A curling device 
used to create waves in both bobbed and long hair, its slogan read: “Onda- 
Wavemaker, together with Permanent Wave Fluid, also will hold in damp 
weather and perspiration. No Negro-Frizziness (Negerkrause), but rather beau- 
tiful, soft Marcel waves (Ondulationswellen).”'% That a German-Jewish peri- 
odical suggested “Negro-Frizziness” was to be avoided at all costs reflects an 
anxiety about similarities between stereotypical Jewish and Black hair. Both 
were perceived as inferior and undesirable in certain cases, and both could be 
changed, straightened, or even covered.'” Curly and frizzy hair types remain 
contested markers of Jewish difference and also continue to be broadly associ- 
ated with Black hair.!® 

Hair color and texture also provided the basis for incorrect assumptions 
about Jewishness in instances when non-Jews were mistaken for Jews. Count- 
less non-Jews belonged to this group of supposedly visible dark-haired “Jews”; 
East European or other foreign associations often contributed to their alleged 
visibility. Silent film actresses Pola Negri and Lya de Putti, who hailed from 
Poland and Hungary, respectively, were considered “Jewish-looking” non- 
Jews and at times were presumed Jewish.!” In one essay from 1927, Pola Ne- 
gri hypothesized what her life would have been like as a blonde, noting that the 
fashions and hairstyles of the day were much better suited to brunettes.!!° Irm- 
gard Keun underscores this point in her best-selling novel, Das kunstseidene 
Mädchen (The Artificial Silk Girl, 1932), which features a naive, non-Jewish 
protagonist, Doris. At one point, Doris permits herself to be taken for a Jew, 
hypothesizing that her black, curly hair (krauses Haar) might indicate Jewish- 
ness. Misguided in thinking that her companion desires her to be Jewish, she 
lies in response to his inquiry whether she is Jewish: “Of course—my father 
just sprained his ankle at the synagogue last week.”'!! In Doris’s case, modern 
technology contributes to her ability to pass for Jewish: her hair is not naturally 
curly, but rather the result of a permanent wave. Tellingly, it is through this 
experience of being mistaken for a Jew that Doris gains awareness of growing 
antisemitic and racist tendencies. Keun’s Doris reminds the reader that racial 
profiling also affected non-Jewish Germans. The prevalence of images of dark- 
haired women made detecting Jewishness all the more complex and left much 
room for error. 

Representations of dark coloring and other embodied characteristics were 
used not only to project Jewishness, sometimes erroneously, but also to help 
others locate Jewishness that might otherwise escape notice. Jewish artist Ra- 
hel Szalit-Marcus (1892-1942; Rahel Szalit, for short) attempted to capture 
Jewish difference visually through her lithographic illustrations to works of 
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classic Yiddish and German-Jewish literature by such authors as Sholem 
Aleichem, Mendele Moykher Sforim, and Heinrich Heine. With a life story 
typical of many East European artists in the 1920s, Szalit found artistic circles 
in Weimar Germany that inspired and encouraged her, and she lived in Berlin 
until the Nazis came to power.!!? In general, her work was well received among 
Jewish audiences. One critic understood Szalit as a Jewish version of popular 
artist Käthe Kollwitz, suggesting that Szalit passionately imbued her subjects 
with a type of “soul” missing from Kollwitz’s works.'!? Indeed, many of Sza- 
lit’s images depict impoverished Eastern Jews whose cartoon-like qualities 
confront the viewer with an ironic visual commentary on suffering. Szalit ex- 
plained that “out of a drive for self-preservation, I reach for my instinctive 
humor and bestow my figures with grotesque ideas (groteske Einfälle) that 
mitigate their tragedy.”''* This so-called grotesque imagery often took extreme 
forms. Some are snapshots of hyperbolic emotions, and others portray exag- 
gerated, elongated, or enlarged features.!!> 

Yet certain Szalit illustrations reflected embodied stereotypes of Jews so 
accurately that they were categorized as caricatures. Collector Eduard Fuchs, 
who included two of Szalit’s images in his book Die Juden in der Karikatur 
(Caricatures of the Jews, 1921), was among the first to characterize her works 
as self-mockery (Selbstironie). One of Szalit’s illustrations to Yiddish writer 
Sholem Aleichem’s Motl, the Cantor’s Son provided Fuchs with evidence that 
Jewish artists had begun to portray “the distinguishing characteristics of Jew- 
ish physiognomy” in a positive, even an affectionate manner (see figure 6).!!6 
This remark suggests that Fuchs perceived Szalit’s images as deliberate repre- 
sentations of Jewish racial difference. That Fuchs reproduced these images in 
a collection of caricatures of Jews— which, as a Socialist, he viewed as a form 
of art and education for the masses—suggests they resonated differently or met 
with ambivalence among some spectators. Perhaps more significantly, Fuchs’s 
readings of Szalit’s illustrations reveal that non-Jewish observers had begun to 
question why Jews would choose to reproduce stereotypical features, and to 
what extent these potentially damaging images could be interpreted as satirical 
or ironic. 

Whereas Fuchs interpreted Szalit’s visually exaggerated figures as carica- 
tures, the majority of Jewish critics ignored the satirical nature of such gro- 
tesque qualities and instead perceived them as authentic representations of East 
European tragedy and suffering, thereby creating a narrative of exceptionalism 
that applied only to Jewish artists. Szalit’s work was in line with the Jewish 
Renaissance that Martin Buber had envisioned, namely an age of renewed in- 
terest in Jewish culture including art. As a female Jewish artist, Szalit was in a 
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Fig. 6. Rahel Szalit-Marcus, “‘We’re going to America,” illustration to 
Sholem Aleichem’s Motl, the Cantor’s Son, circa 1922. (Courtesy of the 
Library of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research.) 


position to repopularize so-called Semitic features as aesthetic ideals within 
Jewish communities.!!7 Having grown up in Lithuania and Poland, Szalit was 
warmly praised by Weimar Jewish audiences for her ability to access and de- 
pict “the spell-binding power and the suffering of innumerable Jewish faces... 
of her Eastern Jewish home.”!!® No critics writing for Jewish publications ob- 
jected to Szalit’s use of the same stereotypical features that, had they appeared 
in an antisemitic context, might have been cause for concern or outrage. Here 
we have another example of how Weimar Jews condoned and even welcomed 
visual representations of Jewish difference that they deemed to be in line with 
the East/West divide. As long as the only Jews that stood out in such images 
could be labeled “Eastern” Jews, these visual representations did not contradict 
notions that Western Jews were capable of blending in with their surroundings. 

The participation of Weimar Jews in the construction of a potentially vis- 
ible form of Eastern Jewish difference demonstrates both an implicit recogni- 
tion of racialized Jewish difference and a tension between identifying with this 
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difference and desiring to distance oneself from it. In some instances, Eastern 
Jewish bodies were cast as visual reminders of foreignness in order to reinforce 
supposed similarities between German Jews and their non-Jewish neighbors. 
When such Jewish-coded traits as dark hair and dark coloring were in high 
demand, Eastern Jewish women in particular gained visibility and prominence 
in Weimar culture. But the notion of foreignness applied not only to bodies 
with Eastern European origins; anyone with dark hair could be coded non- 
German and potentially French, Italian, Mediterranean, or Oriental. To be ei- 
ther dark-haired or Eastern was to be perceived as racially or geographically 
other and more visibly Jewish. Finally, there were “right” and “wrong” ways to 
display embodied indicators of Jewishness, and the “right” way entailed avoid- 
ing anything that could be interpreted as a sign of racial inferiority, or, in some 
cases (including works by Rahel Szalit), aligning visual representations of em- 
bodied difference with a sense of Eastern authenticity. 


Material Signifiers Worn or Displayed on the Body 


In addition to the body itself, clothing and other items worn or displayed on the 
body provided a platform for making Jewishness detectable to the trained ob- 
server. Significantly, these items also could be removed. For those who contested 
notions of racial difference, material signifiers might have been a preferred way 
to make Jewishness visible. In some instances, certain colors—especially yellow, 
blue, and white—served as indicators of the Jewish affiliation of student groups 
and other organizations. Both liberals and Zionists utilized colors to represent 
their organizations in symbolic ways. Military badges and different types of uni- 
forms, too, were worn on some occasions with the explicit goal of making Jewish 
veterans more recognizable in public. Distinctive items of clothing and other ele- 
ments of traditional attire worn by religiously observant Jews, such as head cov- 
erings and prayer shawls, also indicated Jewishness when displayed.!!? Certain 
regular items of clothing also could be worn in such a way that they adhered 
visibly to standards of religious modesty. 

The color yellow has a long history as a marker of Jewishness in West- 
ern Europe, though its uses changed over time, as discussed in the introduc- 
tion. In contrast to earlier centuries, when Jews were legally obligated to 
display markers of Jewish otherness, the first few decades of the twentieth 
century were perhaps the only time in modern history when yellow was worn 
as a bold display of Jewish pride. Prior to 1933, student groups in particular 
mobilized previously imposed markers of Jewishness as a form of active re- 
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sistance against modern antisemitism. Jewish veterans, too, made use of 
subtle badges that identified their wearers as Jewish. The goal was not only 
to actively avoid hiding one’s Jewishness but also to mark oneself as unam- 
biguously Jewish to prevent erroneous presumptions of non-Jewishness. Put 
another way, many Jews went out of their way to display Jewishness in order 
to avoid accidental passing. 

Liberal Jewish students openly wore material signifiers of Jewishness to 
demonstrate to the broader public that Jews belonged in Germany. Members of 
student fraternal organizations that were part of the larger Kartell-Convent 
deutscher Studenten jiidischen Glaubens (Association of German Students of 
the Jewish Faith; abbreviated as K.C.), which was founded in the 1890s, were 
required to swear allegiance to the Jewish community and to agree to raise 
their children as Jews, presumably out of fear that they might abandon their 
Jewishness. In keeping with the customs of other German student fraternities, 
K.C. members wore distinctive colors (Couleur) to symbolize a particular as- 
sociation. With their yellow caps, sashes or bands, and pins, they presented 
themselves to university communities as active student fraternities and as Jews, 
while at the same time co-opting historically imposed markers of Jewishness 
(see figure 7).!”° One song of the Berlin group, Sprevia, even included an ex- 
plicit reference to the medieval yellow badge: “What was previously a stigma 
became our badge of honor.”!?! Some have referred to this movement as 
Trotzjudentum (defiant Jewishness), an animated form of Jewishness that em- 
phasized its compatibility with Germanness and attempted to counter antise- 
mitic stereotypes.!?? Shulamit Volkov has suggested that supporters of Trotzju- 
dentum found it “shameful to convert without true faith, indecent to try to 
‘pass’ so eagerly.”!?* Displaying a yellow badge or sash was the opposite of 
trying to pass. 

To be sure, adopting these symbols was controversial even within Jewish 
communities, and adherents of the liberal and Zionist movements did not al- 
ways agree on the reasons or methods for displaying Jewish pride. For exam- 
ple, feminist leader and Zionist Rahel Straus (1880-1963) notes in her mem- 
oirs that, already in 1900, members of the liberal Bavarian Jewish student 
group, Badenia, like many other groups within the liberal K.C., wore yellow 
caps and bands to signify Jewishness.!?”* Straus recalls having personally 
scorned these groups of young men “who wore the Jewish badge with pride” 
for their lack of religiosity and simultaneous disinterest in Zionism. Their rela- 
tionship to Judaism seemed meaningless to her at the time.!?° Straus, along 
with other Zionists, feared that Jews might cease to pay attention to their Jew- 
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Fig. 7. Kartell-Convent (K.C.) Jewish fraternity members at the Univer- 
sity of Heidelberg, circa 1928. (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New 
York. F 88032.) 


ishness if they achieved the liberal goal of gaining full acceptance as a group 
no different from other Germans. 

Regardless of their fashionability among liberal Jewish students, symbols 
that invoked the yellow badge also became popular in Zionist student groups 
founded shortly after 1900. To distinguish themselves, Zionist groups sometimes 
paired yellow with the colors blue and white, which historically were combined 
in religious prayer shawls, and appeared in flags associated with the Zionist 
movement beginning in the 1890s. Together the three colors signified Zionism 
and a broader connection to Jewishness.!*° Zionist leader David Wolffsohn 
(1856-1914) reportedly declared that the blue, white, and yellow band worn by 
Zionist Jewish students reminded him of the age-old tradition of documenting 
Jewishness through some kind of clothing marker, implying that these bands 
were akin to a new kind of sumptuary or even religious accessory.!?7 

Many Zionist insignias also incorporated the Star of David, which for 
some signified a move beyond age-old symbols. Philosopher Gershom Scho- 
lem (1897-1982) later argued that the star lacked religious connotations and 
thus eschewed thoughts of past glory in favor of hope for future redemption.!8 
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The Kartell Zionistischer Verbindungen (Federation of Zionist Associations) 
adopted the colors yellow and black with an attached Star of David.'” Many 
youth and sports organizations wore the Star of David with pride. One youth 
group carried a golden flag adorned with the star, and such Zionist sports clubs 
as S. C. Hakoah Berlin and Bar Kochba Berlin displayed the symbol on their 
uniforms.!3° As one Bar Kochba athlete noted, “every match which our team 
with the Star of David on their chest plays is a match of the Jewish association 
and in some way becomes a Jewish matter.”'3! Sports uniforms contributed to 
Jewish prestige and publicized Jewish successes. 

The veterans’ association, in contrast, was wary of bold public displays of 
Jewish insignias and encouraged them only on certain occasions. The Reichs- 
bund jiidischer Frontsoldaten was founded in 1919 to defend the honor of Jew- 
ish soldiers who had fought on the front lines for Germany during the First 
World War. It broadly aligned itself with the values of the Centralverein, and 
many RjF leaders were active in the CV and other liberal organizations. The 
RjF encouraged members to maintain a low public profile in general, but to 
wear the RjF’s own badge (Abzeichen) with pride. This badge symbolized 
faithful military service and made members of the group recognizable to one 
another. Numerous small notices in the RjF’s newsletter, Der Schild, reminded 
readers: “Wear your badge everywhere!” and “Wear and salute our badge!”'?? 
Through a small RjF symbol (sometimes paired with the word Kriegsopfer, or 
war victim) worn atop a metal pin, Jewish veterans were able to spot and show 
respect to each other while going about their everyday business (see figure 8). 
On occasion, RjF members donned this badge along with other medals and 
military uniforms and marched in columns through the streets of German cit- 
ies. This act caught the attention of both Jews and non-Jews.!?? Public demon- 
strations in military uniforms exemplify one way in which Jewish men em- 
braced, even brandished, a desire for visibility. In July 1932, the RjF encouraged 
all Jewish veterans to wear their military decorations as an antidote to the 
swastikas that others had begun to display.'*+ 

Toward the end of the Weimar period, badges, Stars of David, and other 
such symbols began to serve as dually encoded ominous warnings. Though 
worn as outward symbols of pride and defiance, they simultaneously hinted at 
the danger of being marked as overtly Jewish. As a symbol that took on new 
meaning in the Nazi era, the yellow badge first began to figure differently in 
the public eye with the boycott of Jewish stores on April 1, 1933. During the 
boycott, many Jewish store owners stood in front of their shops wearing mili- 
tary decorations in order to be more visible as loyal German citizens.'?° On 
April 4, 1933, editor Robert Weltsch (1891-1982) published his well-known 


Fig. 8. Badge of the 
Reichsbund jiidischer 
Frontsoldaten, be- 
tween 1919 and 1930, 
pewter, silver-plated, 
cold enamel, brass 
pin, 2.1 x 1.7 cm. (Jii- 
disches Museum Ber- 
lin, photo: Jens Ziehe, 
courtesy of Rosemarie 
Obst.) 
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article on the front page of the Jüdische Rundschau: “Wear It with Pride, the 
Yellow Badge!”'3° In this article, Weltsch suggested without irony that Jews 
should co-opt the Star of David sign displayed in front of their stores during the 
boycott as a symbol of Jewish and Zionist pride. This article resonated with 
Jews of all political affiliations, and many Centralverein members joined local 
Zionist groups after the 1933 boycott.'?’ Translated here as “badge,” the Ger- 
man word Fleck also carries the negative connotation of a blemish, mark, or 
stain. During the Nazi occupation of Europe during the Second World War, the 
yellow star served to undo centuries of acculturation, integration, assimilation, 
and passing. Jews who wore this “stain” were forcibly outed as Jewish and no 
longer had the option of rendering themselves invisible.!** 


In addition to well-known symbols associated with Jewish youth groups, sports 
teams, and veterans’ organizations, material objects associated with religious 
observance figured as distinct, if at times more subtle, external markers of 
Jewishness. Sammy Gronemann, whose anecdote from Schalet (1927) opens 
this chapter, was especially well positioned to comment on the use and visibil- 
ity of religious objects in everyday life. An attorney and an observant Jew with 
an Orthodox background, Gronemann penned popular literature that resonated 
with German-speaking Jews from all walks of life. Due in part to confronta- 
tions with antisemitism, he joined the emerging Zionist movement in 1898 and 
played an important role in governing Zionist organizations after moving to 
Berlin in 1906.'?° His experiences as a Yiddish interpreter for the German army 
in Russia during the First World War contributed to the German-Jewish image 
of authentic Eastern Jews in several of his popular works from the early 
1920s.!*9 In all of his works, Gronemann translates Jewish cultural traditions 
and religious practices for readers with minimal knowledge of Judaism.'*! An- 
ecdotes in Schalet suggest that both men and women used objects with reli- 
gious connotations to display Jewishness in the 1920s. 

Gronemann’s sharp-witted criticisms of both older and updated traditions 
never missed an opportunity to highlight seemingly deceptive practices such as 
concealing an item originally designed to be displayed.'*? Men’s prayer shawls 
and garments intended for everyday wear, including both head coverings and 
garments worn below other clothes, were concealed and exhibited in varying 
degrees. As Gronemann wrote in Schalet, the amount and type of undergar- 
ment that men revealed served as a signifier of religious affiliation and pride: 
“In the East one often sees long wool strands dallying under a vest or in the 
most unlikely places; in the West, it is shamefacedly hidden underneath the 
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shirt, where it actually neglects its purpose to some extent. . . . On the other 
hand, if one wears the garment (Arbekanfeß), it is implied that he sports his 
Jewishness not only on the surface.”!* The long fringes (tzitzit in Hebrew) at- 
tached to the four corners of both prayer shawls and undergarments are by 
nature designed to stick out; their German name, Schaufäden, means literally 
“strands to be shown.” Choosing to hide the fringes, as Gronemann suggests 
here, was a conscious decision. Yet even if the desire to blend in—whether out 
of shame, fear, or simply as a means of acculturation—accompanied the act of 
concealing the garment and also one’s Jewishness, the wearer still maintained 
a certain degree of allegiance to Jewish ritual practice. In an age when visibility 
could be a threat, wearing a prayer shawl was enough to carry on the tradition. 
Displaying it happened only in select situations. Gronemann also pointed to a 
somewhat obvious but nevertheless central difference between Eastern and 
Western Jews: in his experience, observant Jews in the West were more likely 
than those in the East to try to blend in by hiding these garments. 

Similarly, some religiously observant Central European women opted to 
display Jewish difference via subtle material signifiers, rather than through the 
conspicuously modest clothing and head coverings traditionally worn by mar- 
ried Jewish women. Anecdotes and advertisements demonstrate that although 
women’s head coverings were nonexistent or nearly invisible by the 1920s, 
they nevertheless could be spotted by a trained eye if present and continued to 
be part of the discourse on Jewish appearance. The most salient example is 
what Gronemann termed the “Orthodox Bubikopf;’ a sheitel or wig in the 
shape of the ubiquitous pageboy bob haircut, or Bubikopf in German. These 
modern wigs imitated the short, bobbed hairstyles popularized by contempo- 
rary fiction and film stars the world over. Unlike the cloth head coverings and 
larger wigs previously worn by Jewish women, such nearly invisible wigs pro- 
vided a way of clandestinely conveying Jewishness only to those observers 
trained to see it. Gronemann described this phenomenon as barely detectable: 
“The impeccable pageboy would hardly lead one to suspect that it is a wig 
worn in the interest of protecting an ancient Jewish tradition.”!“ Its new popu- 
larity in the years following the First World War meant that bobbed hair was 
broadly associated with early feminism, flappers or New Women, and the re- 
jection of traditional attire.!*5 In other words, short hair itself was an unlikely 
signifier of either religiosity or (traditional) Jewishness. Gronemann further 
poked fun at the hypocritical ways in which religiously observant Jewish 
women donned fashionable wigs in order to adhere to Jewish laws, yet did so 
in the most stylish way possible, complete with ostentatious jewelry and low- 
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cut skin-baring dresses. Orthodox women had certainly become less recogniz- 
ably Jewish if a bobbed wig was the most “traditional” element of their dress 
and overall appearance. 

Jewish women made themselves visibly modern—and perhaps also visi- 
bly Jewish—by participating in this global craze, whether in the form of a wig 
or a haircut.!*° Advertisements for bobbed wigs appeared throughout the Jew- 
ish press in the late 1920s and early 1930s. From the “pageboy wig” (Bubikopf- 
Perücke) advertised in the Orthodox newspaper Der Israelit (The Israelite), to 
the “newest ersatz pieces for the pageboy-evening hairstyle,’ women had myr- 
iad options for transforming the style, color, and texture of their hair (see figure 
g).'47 Wigs were part of the overall project of reworking the religiously obser- 
vant woman into one who could compete in Weimar beauty culture. Thanks to 
modern wigs, she could do so without giving herself away as Jewish to every- 
one, yet wigs also were conspicuous in their own way. One 1932 ad for a 
Frankfurt beauty salon reminded their sheitel-wearing customers, who pre- 
sumably knew the feeling all too well: “Nothing is worse than when someone 
can tell that you’re wearing a wig.”'*? This salon’s consultants offered tips for 
disguising wigs such that customers would not be discovered easily. But this 
line contained another implication as well: if they knew how to identify it, 
people could always spot who was wearing a wig. The stigma of wearing a wig 
always had the potential to come to light, and simultaneously to mark its wearer 
as potentially Jewish. Even hidden signifiers of Jewishness could make some- 
one recognizable. 


A wide range of material signifiers made it possible to reveal Jewishness to an 
observer trained in the language of modern Jewish symbolism. Weimar Jews 
had no shortage of available options for displaying Jewishness, including the 
newly appropriated yellow badge worn by both liberal and Zionist students, the 
colors blue and white and the Star of David among Zionists, the subtle badges 
of the RjF, as well as symbols of religious observance ranging from “strands to 
be shown” to impeccable wigs. The use of material symbols served as a way of 
resisting notions of Jewish difference as racial difference, as many of these 
symbols preempted the need for racial profiling or projections of Jewishness 
based on visual assessments of embodied characteristics. Jews were able to 
come out as Jewish at times simply by presenting these coded displays. If 
someone were wearing a uniform or badge associated with a particular Jewish 
organization known to the observer, it would not be necessary to puzzle over 
his or her coloring or facial features. The question “Are you Jewish?” could be 
answered before it was asked. 
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Fig. 9. Advertisement for bobbed Bubikopf wigs in Der Israelit, 1929. 
(Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 


But the efforts of certain Weimar Jews to demonstrate that “they”—that 
is, a majority of Western, acculturated Jews in Germany—were capable of 
blending in with their non-Jewish neighbors on a physical or even a racial level 
was not tantamount to a universal attempt to appear non-Jewish. Some Jews 
pursued or played up traits such as dark or curly hair, which reflected a general 
tendency to embrace select Jewish-coded traits. Visual artists such as Rahel 
Szalit imbued their subjects with exaggerated features that Jewish critics inter- 
preted as models of authenticity. Many students, veterans, and religiously ob- 
servant Jewish men and women voluntarily adopted material signifiers that 
they displayed during encounters with other Jews. Such attempts to be visible 
constitute the subject of the next chapter, which discusses situations when Jews 
deliberately outed themselves despite the risks these acts carried. 


CHAPTER 2 


Coming Out as Jewish: Print, Stage, 
and Screen Displays 


Whereas some Jews took precautions to conceal Jewishness, others openly de- 
fied such measures as part of a larger movement to avoid passing. By 1932, the 
decision to disclose Jewishness—to come out to the general public—had be- 
come, for some, a way of resisting antisemitism, discrimination, and the pres- 
sure to assimilate. Responses to a survey conducted by the liberal Centralver- 
ein shed light on the generational tensions that resulted: 


The younger generation doesn’t want to reveal its Jewishness. They know 
that they are responsible for compensating for the evils committed by their 
parents in the Jewish arena; they do so through the precondition of a fond 
devotion to everything Jewish, without which the fight against antisemitism 
seems meaningless. But they also refuse to hush up their love for Judaism 
and Jewry in public, simply in order to curry favor with non-Jews. 


Members of the younger generation, though reluctant to be openly Jewish in 
light of heightened antisemitism in schools, still felt the need to respond to 
their parents, who aspired to achieve at least the appearance of assimilation 
(Scheinassimilation) and would avoid doing anything “out of the ordinary” at 
any cost.! The term “public” is telling: within Jewish communities, displays of 
Jewishness were a central point of disagreement, particularly with respect to 
how to appear and behave in public to satisfy non-Jews. The Zionist Jiidische 
Rundschau expressed its solidarity with those who rejected the assimilatory 
trends of their parents, whom it pejoratively dubbed “the C.V. generation.” 
From the Zionist viewpoint, more C.V. members should have expressed pride 
in Jewishness long before 1932. 

Yet despite these bold proclamations by Jews with different political lean- 
ings, it became increasingly precarious to display Jewishness in the final years 
of the Weimar Republic. In contrast to 1927, when Sammy Gronemann had 
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pronounced its popularity with satirical fanfare—“Judaism has literally come 
into fashion: everyone’s wearing it again!” (Das Judentum ist wieder mode 
geworden. Man trägt es wieder!)—the act of “wearing” Jewishness became a 
weighty burden only a few years later.* One November 1932 article in the Isra- 
elitisches Familienblatt punned on this phrase, specifically the dual meaning of 
the verb tragen, which can indicate both wearing and carrying. Its headline, 
“One ‘carries’ Judaism again,” drew attention to the complications implicit in 
choosing to carry a burden. Although it supposedly had been possible to enter 
German society through assimilation or even baptism, the article argued that, 
by late 1932, people of Jewish descent could no longer find acceptance in 
mainstream circles. The Familienblatt editors concluded with a plea to ac- 
knowledge Jewishness consciously, and for the right reasons: “We also will 
overcome the present times, if everyone who belongs to us comes back to us; 
if they all, again, carry their Jewishness not as a burden, but rather with pride.”* 
Encouraging people to take pride in their Jewishness was a first step toward 
getting them to acknowledge it openly. Although this call for Jews to come out 
voluntarily was among the last of its kind, it represents the culmination of a 
Weimar trend toward displaying Jewishness that is the focus of this chapter. 

Coming out as a member of any targeted minority population—be it Jews, 
Blacks, LGBT communities, or others—can invite surprise, discomfort, criti- 
cism, ridicule, or even hatred. It is always complicated and often risky. No one 
can predict exactly how others will respond upon learning that the party in 
question is not only a member of a certain minority group but also one whose 
difference has the ability to go unnoticed, or to give an illusion of similarity 
that poses a silent or unseen threat. The act of coming out merges private and 
public spheres; it assumes a prior period of latency and concealment; it brings 
a (sometimes open) secret to light.° Disclosing or presenting Jewishness in any 
form in Weimar Germany entailed a delicate balancing act. Why bother to 
come out when faced with great risk? How was it possible to be openly Jewish 
in this environment without seeming “too Jewish”? What did Jewishness look 
like in its most nonthreatening forms? 

In Weimar Germany, the concept of a “public” expression of Jewishness 
changed: in times prone to antisemitic outbursts and discrimination, the act of 
revealing Jewishness did not always mean coming out to everyone. Rather, 
coming out as Jewish meant presenting Jewishness such that it could be seen 
by other Jews, but may not have been visible to untrained eyes. There was a 
major difference between disclosing Jewishness to others who were likely Jew- 
ish or at least Jewish-friendly, and coming out to strangers whose affiliations 
were unknown. Aside from a small percentage of Jews who displayed con- 
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spicuous signifiers at all times, Jews were more likely to reveal Jewishness in 
safe spaces occupied by other Jews—in the presence of what scholars such as 
Michael Warner have termed a “counterpublic.” If these spaces were not avail- 
able, Jewishness was thinly veiled such that it was perceptible only to those 
looking for it. Being visible as a Jew thus entailed coming out only at particular 
moments, and staying at least partially hidden in other situations. This recalls 
Henry Bial’s concept of actors’ “double coding” that could be interpreted dif- 
ferently by Jewish and non-Jewish audiences.’ Among Weimar Jews, we find 
evidence of a web of theatrical, cinematic, and everyday performances of Jew- 
ishness that enabled Jews to be recognizable to one another. 

This chapter explores how different media encouraged voluntary displays 
of Jewishness, both through direct forms of encouragement and in stage and 
screen performances that modeled Jewishness. The Jewish press, though 
known for its lists of antisemitic resorts and other places to be avoided, also 
served as a guide to navigating Jewish-friendly spaces and events. Moreover, 
the mere act of carrying or reading a Jewish newspaper in public coded its 
readers Jewish. Interactions with Weimar cultural entertainment served to edu- 
cate audiences about how to display Jewishness. Prominent theater and film 
actors revealed their Jewishness to audiences, sometimes by relying on stereo- 
typical gestures or behaviors, but also through engagement with Jewish themes 
or even with communities directly, as in the case of Irene Triesch. Finally, the 
Weimar Jewish reception of films that addressed Jewish topics, from The Jazz 
Singer to Dreyfus, sheds light on how audiences responded to cinematic en- 
counters with on-screen Jewishness. A close look at the films praised by these 
audiences reveals that, in many instances, subtle displays of Jewishness gar- 
nered the most favor. These examples demonstrate that it was possible to man- 
age visibility in order to be openly Jewish at the right time and in the right 
place, and in ways that were deemed fitting for a population under scrutiny. 


The Jewish Press on Where and When to Come Out 


The Weimar Jewish press issued a call for visibility whenever and wherever it 
was appropriate, and particularly within Jewish communities. It did so through 
articles that emphasized the need for solidarity and devotion to Jewish causes, 
by advertising Jewish products and Jewish-friendly events and spaces, and by 
the periodicals themselves serving as important tools for displaying readers’ 
Jewishness. Such spaces ranged from actual places in a given city or town— 
synagogues, naturally, but also cafés, kosher restaurants and hotels, Jewish- 
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owned stores and offices, and certain neighborhoods—to virtual forums in- 
cluding the pages of the Jewish press. What made a space Jewish-friendly was 
the presence of numerous other recognizable Jews.® Inviting Jews to enter a 
space already populated by Jews hinged on an act of mutual recognition: both 
parties had to make themselves discernibly Jewish to render a space Jewish- 
friendly and to be able to invite in other Jews. The press played an important 
role in helping Jews make educated guesses about who belonged in these 
spaces. Behind many articles was a tacit acknowledgment of that paper’s Jew- 
ish readership, often an unsubtle nod to the collective Jewish “we” (wir) in lieu 
of the modern, subjective “T” (ich). Newspapers and magazines aimed at all 
kinds of Jewish audiences shared the common agenda of addressing the time- 
less question: What consequences will this have for Jews? Some also raised 
these questions: What would it mean for Jews to display Jewishness openly, 
and when is this worth the risk? 

Calls for Jewish pride were closely related to efforts toward making Jews 
more perceptible to each other. The word “pride” (Stolz) appeared regularly in 
references to Jewish self-identification both before and during the Weimar pe- 
riod.’ At times, the press featured straightforward articles about prominent cul- 
tural figures who proudly and openly acknowledged their Jewishness and 
could serve as role models for readers. Many of these were about women and 
perhaps intended for women, which implies both a substantial female reader- 
ship and an interest in motivating allegedly “slippery” women readers to re- 
frain from covering and instead call attention to their Jewishness. One article 
about javelin-thrower Marta Jacob, who started out in the Jewish sports club 
Bar Kochba, extolled Jacob’s relationship to Jewishness: “She is proud to be a 
Jew and is especially delighted about the major victories of Jewish athletes.”!° 
Similarly, an article about Hungarian beauty queen Böske Simon— whose Jew- 
ishness notably came to light after she had been crowned Miss Hungary, around 
the time she won the title of Miss Europe 1929—proclaimed: “She proudly 
confesses her Jewishness (bekennt sich stolz zu ihrem Judentum) .”'! The act of 
articulating Jewish pride contributed to making these women exemplary. 

Explicit references to Jewish pride also could be found in literary works 
included in Jewish periodicals. In 1926, for example, Die jüdische Frau printed 
a poem by Ida Levy titled “Jews-Women,” with these opening lines: 


In dark eyes a strong-willed spirit, defiantly— 

To safeguard the ancient lineage: Pride awakened (Stolzerwacht). 
The stranger (Fremdling) is hated by the pure race, 

Women’s devotion laughs of its own volition !!? 
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Here, Levy calls on Jewish-coded women and other such “strangers” to combat 
race hatred through action in their own communities. The poem suggests that 
Jewish pride is called into existence both by banding together with other Jews 
and by defying antisemitic thought. 

Defiant acts also could be quite small. Even the simple act of holding or 
reading a Jewish book or periodical, particularly one that displayed Hebrew 
lettering or included the word “Jew” in its title, was taken as a probable indica- 
tion of Jewishness. It was no coincidence that Martin Buber boldly titled his 
journal Der Jude.'3 This could be problematic if one were situated in a poten- 
tially hostile environment, and some Jews went to great lengths to disguise 
reading material so as not to be betrayed by a book’s cover or a newspaper’s 
front page in the wrong setting. Others used Jewish periodicals as a way of 
“covering” religious texts. Joseph Roth hinted, perhaps sarcastically, that some 
Jews “came to be temple Jews, in other words: well-bred, clean-shaven gentle- 
men in morning coats and top hats, who wrap their prayer book in the editorial 
page of a Jewish newspaper in the belief it will attract less attention that way.”!* 
For these men, displaying a newspaper made them less conspicuous, both as 
Jews and as religious Jews. At first glance, a newspaper appeared a standard 
part of everyday life and was less obvious—and less dangerous—than a prayer 
book’s cover. It was not considered problematic to come out as Jewish to the 
few who might recognize the Jewish editorial page, but to announce to the 
world that one had been praying was going too far. 

In the Weimar period, as today, it was common practice to read in pub- 
lic, for example in cafés and on trains, where customers and passengers could 
look around at what others were reading. Newspapers and magazines were 
especially compatible with the fast-paced world of the Weimar metropolis; 
their short articles could be read easily during a commute, and many could be 
folded to fit in a pocket.'> Yet displaying an obviously Jewish newspaper in 
public was something that some Jews avoided, and there was a divide be- 
tween those who would and those who wouldn’t. One loyal reader of Die 
Jüdische Frau, Else B. of Steglitz, wrote to the editors in 1925 to seek advice. 
She explained: “Because I greatly enjoy reading your esteemed paper, I 
wanted to encourage a Jewish woman I know to subscribe. She very much 
wanted to become a reader of the paper, but, since the cover of the paper 
betrays its absolutely Jewish character, fears that she won’t be able to read 
this magazine on the train.”!° The light blue cover of Die jüdische Frau in- 
deed broadcast its title in large print alongside the image of a small menorah. 
The editor, Regina Isaacsohn (1875-1942), responded that she approved of 
Else B.’s decision not to pursue a subscription for her anxious friend.!’ For 
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Isaacsohn, there were enough others who would not hesitate to read Die jii- 
dische Frau openly; only those proud and brave enough to embrace it in a 
public setting were considered readers worth pursuing.'® 

On the other hand, the visible presence of a Jewish paper sometimes con- 
nected Jews to each other or to Jewish-friendly conversation partners, particu- 
larly in areas not frequented by many Jews. Periodicals that were available in 
waiting rooms, resorts, and elsewhere made these public spaces seem more 
welcoming of Jewish guests.!° In one case, a subscription to a Jewish periodi- 
cal helped someone come out as Jewish shortly after arriving in a rural setting, 
where everyone generally already knows who is Jewish. Sammy Gronemann 
explained in Schalet how the Jiidische Rundschau outed a Jewish girl working 
on a farm in a Bavarian village, with unexpectedly favorable results: “In the 
beginning one didn’t know or realize she was Jewish. . . . Then one day came 
the Jiidische Rundschau, to which the young girl was subscribed. People 
looked surprised, but didn’t say a word.” Later, the Zionist newspaper’s ar- 
rival opened up fruitful discussions about Jewish topics, and the girl’s non- 
Jewish hosts even requested that she invite similarly inclined, hardworking 
chaluzim, or pioneers, to join her on the farm. The moment during which this 
girl’s Jewishness was detected was a surprise-filled one that outed her to her 
hosts. The girl’s subscription served the purpose of revealing her Jewishness 
and saved her the trouble of explaining herself. Gronemann suggested with this 
anecdote that there might be unforeseen benefits to subscribing to a Jewish 
newspaper. At the same time, this story also highlights a key difference be- 
tween urban anonymity—if one encounters many unknown people, it is neces- 
sary to come out again and again—and rural settings where everyone knows 
each other, and only a newcomer faces the task of declaring Jewishness. 

Certainly, the Jewish press gave readers and subscribers regular access 
to a community of Jews who, by virtue of reading a Jewish newspaper, had 
already come out, at least to each other.?! Itself part of the phenomenon that 
made Jews more recognizable, the press efficiently delivered insider infor- 
mation about Jewish organizations and spaces. Just as the mainstream Ger- 
man press thrived during the 1920s—around four thousand newspapers and 
magazines were published for Weimar readers on a daily, weekly, and 
monthly basis, with over 30 daily papers in Berlin alone—so too did the Jew- 
ish press in Germany experience its heyday during the economic boom years 
of the late 1920s.” Indeed, several scholars have referred to the Weimar Re- 
public as the “golden age” of the German-Jewish press, which encompassed 
over 150 different periodicals between 1919 and 1933.” Although no Jewish 
daily paper was ever published in Germany, the three largest weekly papers— 
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Israelitisches Familienblatt, C.V.-Zeitung, and Jüdische Rundschau— 
possessed certain attributes of German mass dailies and reached a sizeable 
percentage of the potential Jewish market.”* These and other Jewish periodi- 
cals were a central part of everyday life that provided indispensible informa- 
tion about Jewish communities. 

Many German-speaking Jews maintained access to current events in both 
German-Jewish subsets of society, and in German society at large, through 
subscriptions to periodicals from both worlds. As in other free professions in 
Germany such as law and medicine, Jews were disproportionately represented 
in journalism and made major contributions to liberal periodicals intended for 
a general German readership.” Many Jewish readers subscribed to or regularly 
read at least one major mainstream daily newspaper, such as the Berliner Tage- 
blatt or Vossische Zeitung, in addition to at least one Jewish periodical. For 
example, the acculturated Berlin family of historian Werner Angress sub- 
scribed to three newspapers: Berliner Tageblatt, Berliner Börsen-Zeitung, and 
C.V.-Zeitung.?° Manfred Nomburg, who later immigrated to Tel Aviv, remem- 
bered that his household subscribed to the Berliner Tageblatt and Jüdische 
Rundschau.” Whereas reading the Berliner Tageblatt in public marked its 
reader as liberal, but not necessarily Jewish, the anecdotes above reflect the 
power of a paper such as the Jiidische Rundschau to mark a reader Jewish in- 
stantly. The overlap between the readerships of mainstream and Jewish peri- 
odicals suggests Jewish readers learned about Jewish events and activities from 
both types of papers. 

In fact, both mainstream and Jewish periodicals promoted Jewish cultural 
events, particularly when they were considered to be technologically innova- 
tive and thus held the potential to interest and mobilize larger audiences. In an 
age when newspapers were the dominant medium of communication, periodi- 
cals kept readers informed about new developments in media and technology, 
in addition to political, religious, and cultural events. For example, the question 
of whether gramophone recordings of choir music should be incorporated into 
religious services was hotly debated. Many argued that a “mechanical prayer 
service” was a step backward if the goal was to create meaningful forms of 
religiosity.” On another occasion, advertisements for a series of “Religious 
Lectures” organized by the Berlin Jewish community appeared in a range of 
both Jewish and general periodicals. One letter to the mainstream B.Z. am Mit- 
tag indicated that an upcoming 1932 lecture in this series might be of great 
interest, even for non-Jewish readers, because it would be the first event in a 
major synagogue to utilize a loudspeaker system. A few weeks later, Margarete 
Goldstein (1885-1960) gave a lecture on “Home and Faith” in Berlin’s new 
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Prinzregentenstraße Synagogue, which was known for its mixed seating and 
was designed specifically to accommodate events of interest to larger, secular 
audiences. It boasted the use of “technologically improved loudspeakers,” as 
well as a choir and organ.” The loudspeaker system installed in this synagogue 
made it possible for lecturers to reach larger audiences. Just as the loudspeaker 
served as a megaphone for Jewish voices, the press served as a mouthpiece for 
Jewish-themed events. 

Attending an event at which mainly Jews were present made it possible to 
preempt an official coming out act: simply being in a certain place at a desig- 
nated time was enough to mark someone as Jewish. This was not always a good 
thing; chapter 3 discusses an instance when proximity to a synagogue on a 
Jewish holiday prompted antisemitic attacks. For the most part, however, pub- 
lic places that were known as Jewish meeting spots provided a kind of sanctu- 
ary. In Breslau, for example, the Jewish youth gathered in designated locations: 
in the Südpark in summer, or at the ice skating rink in the Stadtgraben in win- 
ter.°° More formal public meetings provided important opportunities for Jews 
to connect with one another for reasons including political engagement, reli- 
gious observance, social welfare, consumerist purposes, entertainment, and 
leisure activities. 

Some Jewish organizations emerged because Jews found themselves shut 
out of other organizations or able to join mainstream German organizations 
only as Jews. Historian Marion Kaplan has suggested that Jewish feminists felt 
accepted among their non-Jewish counterparts “only when they ‘closeted’ their 
Jewishness.” One leader of the Jiidischer Frauenbund (The League of Jewish 
Women) noted in 1930 that within interdenominational women’s organiza- 
tions, “those who do not call attention to their Jewishness are valued.” Frauen- 
bund leaders used this fact to encourage Jewish women to embrace Jewishness 
and the sense of community enabled by membership in the Frauenbund. In 
fact, Kaplan further notes that Bertha Pappenheim (1859-1936), the founder of 
the Frauenbund, used the term “half-Jews” to refer to Jewish women who cov- 
ered their Jewish identity in order to join the main German women’s organiza- 
tion directly”! To be sure, many social welfare and other special interest 
groups facilitated or maintained close ties to German-Jewish communities. But 
the Jewish press—and particularly the Zionist press—repeatedly pointed out 
the need for Jews to embrace Jewishness at all times, and not only when others 
deemed them Jewish. This extended not only to German Jews, but also to the 
American Jews who “make the discovery [of their Jewishness] when they are 
barred from Christian hotels or clubs.”** The call to acknowledge Jewishness 
consciously, also and especially in the absence of antisemitism, reverberated 
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loudly for both Zionists and others looking to honor authentic Jewishness 
throughout the 1920s. 

Advertisements in the Weimar Jewish press, though an unlikely source of 
protection, informed prospective consumers where they could safely acquire 
various goods and services. Several organizations promised that the businesses 
advertising in their papers were fully vetted and that readers should give them 
priority, though it is questionable whether the editors of a given advertisement 
section were personally familiar with every firm. Still, Der Schild assured its 
readers: “Our advertisers are nearly exclusively comrades, buy from them”? 
Likewise, the editors of the newsletter of the Jiidischer Frauenbund explained: 
“The recruitment of advertisers also indirectly serves the purpose that, when 
making purchases, our advertisers will be given priority.”*4 The Orthodox pa- 
per Der Israelit conducted a window display prize contest toward the end of 
Hanukkah in 1928, complete with a guide to lead readers from one local Frank- 
furt store window to the next.*> These and other papers also referenced the 
kosher certifications of certain restaurants, hotels, pensions, and resorts, which 
guaranteed prospective customers that they would not be discriminated against 
and that their needs could be accommodated in these establishments. Official 
stamps or hechshers from local rabbinates, sometimes reproduced in advertise- 
ments, demarcated products including meat, wine, coffee, and soap as kosher 
(or kosher for Passover) according to different standards.*° 

The Jewish press also provided a way for Jewish-owned businesses to 
make their products and events more visible to prospective Jewish consumers, 
and particularly to women, who were believed to make at least 75 percent of all 
household purchases.*” Department stores under Jewish ownership were well 
known for carrying a large selection of products for both men and women, as 
well as household goods and foodstuffs. Historians such as Paul Lerner have 
suggested that a number of department stores were closely intertwined with 
Jewishness and became cornerstones of Jewish life in the 19208.°® At Hermann 
Tietz and KaDeWe (Kaufhaus des Westens), which was acquired by Tietz in 
1927, one could learn about seasonal sales timed to coordinate with Jewish and 
other holidays. It was also possible to purchase tickets for events including 
adult education seminars at the Jewish Volkshochschule and local beauty con- 
tests organized by Bar Kochba-Hakoah. 

In addition, the Hermann Tietz Berlin stores provided a wide selection of 
products specifically for Jewish consumers, including books by Jewish au- 
thors, and kosher products that were available in separate divisions on the 
fourth floors of the Leipziger StraBe and Alexanderplatz stores. Tietz adver- 
tised in a wide range of periodicals, thereby targeting Jewish consumers across 
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political and denominational lines. Although these products were tucked away 
on high floors, it was nevertheless still a public act to examine or purchase 
kosher products.” Likewise, Kaufhaus N. Israel, instantly identifiable as Jew- 
ish due to its name, also targeted Jewish consumers with advertisements in the 
newsletters of the Berlin Jewish community and the Jiidischer Frauenbund, 
among others.*? As Gideon Reuveni has argued, advertisements were instru- 
mental in constructing “the Jews” as a unified group with a coherent identity 
despite vast differences in practice and religious observance.*! Many such ads 
relied on widely recognizable Jewish symbols such as the Star of David, Ha- 
nukkah menorahs, or Hebrew lettering, sometimes with little regard for the 
nuances or meanings of each symbol.*? 

Articles and advertisements that encouraged readers to subscribe to a 
Jewish periodical, to attend Jewish religious and cultural events, or to purchase 
products from Jewish-owned businesses contributed in different ways to mak- 
ing Jewishness more visible in certain contexts. Such public forms of con- 
sumption and cultural experiences aided Jews in making themselves recogniz- 
able as Jews when the time was right. Every Jewish newspaper, every event 
flyer, and every publicly displayed organization’s name that clearly referenced 
Jewishness increased the circulation of Jewish tropes in Weimar culture, 
thereby helping readers, attendees, members, and customers to emerge within 
Jewish-friendly spaces where it was safe to be openly Jewish. Seeing other 
cultural images, from the performances of Jewish actors on stage and screen, 
to Jewish characters in popular films, further instructed Weimar Jews in the 
language of how and when to make themselves visible. 


Acting Out on Stage and Screen 


In the early 1920s, when Expressionist performances were popular on German 
stages, and in the subsequent years, when audiences could still recall the mark- 
ers of Expressionism, audiences paid particularly close attention to actors’ 
styles of movement. In many cases, exceptionally demonstrative gestures or 
facial expressions were enough to code either a performer or a character as 
Jewish.** Moreover, critics from different backgrounds attributed to Jewish 
performers special talents and the ability to imitate their subjects with great 
success. Antisemitic perspectives drew on the long-standing discourse around 
hidden or “chameleonic” Jews, suggesting that these skills served a larger plan 
to pass as non-Jewish.“ Many Weimar Jewish cultural critics, on the other 
hand, ignored or co-opted such antisemitic arguments and instead praised Jew- 
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ish performers’ ability to enact the mentality of the majority population through 
a wide range of characters. In other words, many believed that what made Jew- 
ish actors so talented was their ability to pass as someone else, certainly on 
stage and perhaps also elsewhere. Scholars, too, have argued that theatricality 
is bound up with the performance of Jewishness.** 

Even as the Jewish reception of many theater, revue, cabaret, and film ac- 
tors celebrated their adaptability and fluidity, it also spotlighted performers 
whose Jewishness played a formative role in their career. Performers who 
came out as Jewish— whether in their private lives, or by performing discern- 
ibly Jewish roles, sometimes in Jewish venues—served as meaningful exam- 
ples to Jewish audiences.*° Historian Peter Jelavich has demonstrated that Jew- 
ish characters were most likely to be found in cabaret, Jargon (dialect) theater, 
and film, rather than in “high culture” such as the naturalist theater productions 
directed by Otto Brahm and Max Reinhardt.*’ In Imperial Germany, as Marline 
Otte has argued, popular forms of entertainment such as Jargon theaters pro- 
vided Jewish performers with more opportunities to play nuanced Jewish char- 
acter roles, whereas in the Weimar era, many Jewish actors rejected ethnic 
typecasting that fueled stereotypes.** Still, the Jewishness of many directors 
and actors did much to shape the German theater world. 

Cultural critics who wrote about the talents of Jewish actors emphasized 
the same theme: because Jews shared a history of common experiences, it was 
possible for them to draw on this history in similar ways to achieve a uniquely 
Jewish mastery of the craft of imitation, particularly when it came to playing 
tragic roles. In his book Juden auf der deutschen Biihne (Jews on the German 
Stage, 1928), Arnold Zweig underscores the fact that many of the best-known 
and quintessential modern actors in Germany were actually foreign-born Jews 
with Mediterranean (and therefore “Southern,” as opposed to “Northern’’) as- 
sociations. According to Zweig, it was difficult to pinpoint what made these 
Jewish actors different from their non-Jewish counterparts, but it mattered that 
they were exposed to different and authentic foreign circumstances and lan- 
guages in their early years, which subsequently influenced their “expressive 
gestures of the soul.”® Similarly, critic Julius Bab (1880-1955), in his book 
Schauspieler und Schaukunst (Actors and the Art of Acting, 1926), praised the 
work of actor Alexander Granach and established the triumvirate of “Maria 
Orska—Elisabeth Bergner—Fritzi Massary” as representative of the mastery 
of acting in general. Bab suggested that not only the body language and ges- 
tures of these actresses but also a shared “blood relationship” of sorts was re- 
sponsible for their success. Interestingly, none of these actors was known for 
playing explicitly Jewish roles, and several had fairly ambivalent personal re- 
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lationships to Jewishness.°! Yet they were considered identifiably Jewish not 
only because of their physical characteristics, as discussed in chapter 1, but 
also based on their use of gestures and movement. 

At times, Jewish critics went so far as to determine that Jews possessed a 
certain genius when it came to imitation. Many actors were deemed capable of 
eliminating or downplaying gestures or other signs of Jewishness if necessary 
to create a given character. Doris Wittner (1880-1937), a journalist whose ar- 
ticles appeared regularly in the Jüdisch-liberale Zeitung, expressed views in 
line with Zweig’s: for Wittner, the Jewish ability to fit in was a result of expe- 
riencing exile for thousands of years. She wrote in 1925: “The external fate of 
being always foreign, often condemned to servitude, gave the Jew the genius 
of adaptation (Anpassung).”” Wittner further argued that Jewish women were 
at the forefront of literary and cultural trends in part because their “genius of 
adaptation” made them natural performers on stage and screen, as well as 
highly successful writers and thinkers." To be sure, the experiences of being 
Jewish or foreign, or both, may have been instructive for actors learning to 
conceal their Jewish identity in order to play non-Jewish characters or to per- 
form for non-Jewish audiences. Whether critics attributed so-called Jewish tal- 
ent to a biological component or to collective experience, they stressed taking 
pride in one’s Jewishness or Jewish origins as a key component in how actors 
made themselves recognizably Jewish for Jewish audiences. 

Though largely overlooked by scholars, Irene Triesch (1877-1964) offers 
an example of an actress whose open affiliation with Jewishness and active 
public involvement with the Berlin Jewish community after 1925 earned her a 
warm reception in Weimar Jewish circles.°* In contrast to many performers, 
Triesch actively sought out work performing for Jewish audiences. Like many 
of her fellow actresses including Orska, Bergner, and Massary, Triesch was 
raised in Vienna and came to Berlin in her twenties. Prior to 1925, she had a 
successful stage career starring in tragedies by Henrik Ibsen, Friedrich Schil- 
ler, Arthur Schnitzler, William Shakespeare, and others. As part of Otto 
Brahm’s company in the Lessing Theater in Berlin before 1914, Triesch was 
best known for her rendition of Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879). In fact, 
critic Alfred Polgar (1873-1955) attributed this theater’s “peculiar change in 
tragic emphasis” to Triesch’s outstanding performance as Nora.” Not surpris- 
ingly, Doris Wittner aligned Triesch with other Jewish actors, noting, “there 
hardly could have been a better performer standing in for the people of 
‘thousand-year-old pain.’”5° When it suited them, critics easily could detect 
traces of Jewishness in Triesch’s performances. 

Still, Triesch was also capable of performances that showcased deliber- 


Coming Out as Jewish 73 


ately non-Jewish interpretations of character roles.’ Director Rudolf Bernauer 
noted that she mastered the art of presenting language in a nuanced way, “with- 
out using emphatic gestures.”’® Triesch’s husband, renowned Scottish pianist 
Frederic Lamond, instructed her how to interpret “Nordic” characters such as 
Rebecca West in Ibsen’s Rosmersholm in a more reserved and thus less “typi- 
cally Jewish” way. In the postscript to Lamond’s memoirs, which Triesch 
wrote shortly after his death in 1948, she recounts how he gave her notes and 
defined the “Nordic” essence in contrast to her: “You are too much Irene and 
not sufficiently Rebecca! . . . Rebecca—think of it—is a Nordic being; and we 
in the North express our feelings differently from you who come from the 
South! [W]e speak more softly, with more reluctance, hesitatingly.”*? Whereas 
Lamond’s comment might refer to cultural differences between Scotland and 
Central Europe, “South” also might refer to so-called “Mediterranean” Jewish- 
ness. Triesch’s repressed performance of Rebecca was received enthusiasti- 
cally; a review in the New York Times commented on “the admirable restraint 
Mme. Triesch put upon her acting, a restraint that the world has been taught to 
consider not exactly a dominant characteristic of German actresses.” In the 
United States, the term German denoted foreign, Jewish, and other actors who 
frequented European stages. At times, many non-Jews were taken for Jews due 
to their Germanic last names.°! But in Germany, even performances by Jewish 
actors that downplayed gestures, and therefore might have seemed less Jewish, 
did not always prove “German enough” for some critics.” 

In the late 1920s, Triesch left the theater and began applying her skills 
elsewhere, including as a dramatic entertainer within the Berlin Jewish com- 
munity and as the voice behind one Jewish-themed film project. Beginning in 
1926, she gave readings that were featured and reviewed in a wide range of 
Jewish periodicals. A drawing of Triesch by well-known painter Max Lieber- 
mann (1847-1935) adorned an invitation to a February 1927 benefit for the 
Jiidische Altershilfe, an organization to help elderly Jews in Berlin. In addition 
to famous works by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Charles Baudelaire, Franz 
Werfel, and others, Triesch performed overtly Jewish texts including Heine’s 
poem “Princess Sabbath” and several Bible excerpts. Journalist Bertha Badt- 
Strauss reported that she heard a knowledgeable member of the Jewish com- 
munity approvingly sanction Triesch’s reading of scripture with the comment: 
“She read it as correctly as a midrash!”? For some listeners, Triesch’s voice 
functioned as a kind of Weimar-era biblical commentary. 

Moreover, Triesch’s vocal contribution to a short animated silhouette 
film demonstrates Triesch’s ability to update an ancient Jewish story for dif- 
ferent audiences. The short film Chad Gadjo (One Kid, 1930; also Ein 
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Lämmchen, The Little Goat, and L’agneau) by Julius Pinschewer (1883- 
1961) is one of his only films to focus on Jewish motifs.™ In fact, Pinschewer 
is known primarily for his artistic animated advertising films. As Pinschew- 
er’s first film with no ultimate goal of advertising a commercial product, it 
stands out in several ways.‘ For one, the film was made with voiceover 
soundtracks in multiple languages including German, Hebrew, English, and 
French.‘ Although “Chad Gadjo” is a widely known Aramaic and Hebrew 
folk song, writer Uriel Birnbaum (1894-1956) originally composed the text 
of the song used in the film for a 1920 book of Chad Gadjo drawings by his 
brother, Menachem Birnbaum (1893-1944), thereby lending it greater cred- 
ibility within a modern German-Jewish context. The film’s Hebrew 
soundtrack also helped it stand out as an innovative work, as synchronized 
sound technology was still new and there had not yet been many sound films 
made in Hebrew. One Berlin Zionist newspaper eagerly anticipated the re- 
lease of Chad Gadjo several months before its completion.®’ 

Irene Triesch recorded the voice track for only the German version of 
Pinschewer’s film, which was approved by the censorship office in May 1930 
and screened at the Marmorhaus in Berlin, along with several other short films 
produced by Pinschewer-Film-AG.® The German version was also the only 
version of the film to include the brief frame story of a nonanimated “real” 
family sitting down to a Passover Seder, which situates the animation as a nar- 
rative performance that is part of the Seder.°” The film’s opening intertitle ex- 
plains: “Chad Gadjo serves as the conclusion of the religious celebration that 
takes place on the evening of the Pesach Festival in the Jewish family accord- 
ing to the ancient custom.” The holiday rituals that the family performs on 
screen include the distribution of matzah and a blessing over the wine. In the 
background, a conspicuously placed Hanukkah menorah unnecessarily codes 
the scene as Jewish, a trick used in other films to designate a scene (or actor) 
Jewish when it was not otherwise marked as such.” 

Triesch’s voiceover, which begins with the film’s silhouette animation, 
serves as a constant reminder of the real people sitting around the table and the 
actual Jewish rituals to which the animation is linked. Further, her clear-spoken 
German reins in the potential of the animation to be a marker of foreignness or 
something exotic.’! Indeed, the strong, expressionistic angles of the silhouettes 
naturally lend themselves to this curious story about gruesome deaths. The 
animation portrays the old folktale of a child whose father buys a little sheep 
(or goat) that is eaten by a cat, which sets off a long chain of ominous events 
and killings leading to a final appearance by the Holy One. At the same time, 
these figures—which Pinschewer created together with his collaborator, Rudi 
Klemm (1904-55), and which build on animation work popularized by Lotte 
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Reiniger—also recall the Had Gadya watercolor series (1919) by El Lissitzky 
(1890-1941), whose modern artistic interpretation of this Jewish legend em- 
ployed Yiddish words and East European visual symbols.’” In Pinschewer’s 
film, Triesch takes on the first-person voice of the child, depicted as feminine 
through a skirt, who delights in her pet sheep.”* The pitch of her voice is higher 
when repeating the refrain in which the child laments the fate of its pet (“Little 
lamb! A little lamb”); it is lower and more suspenseful when narrating the rest 
of the story. With her work on this film, Triesch created a more permanent and 
widely distributed legacy of her spoken performances of Jewish texts. 

In addition to performances that elucidated age-old texts and traditions in 
ways that spoke to modern Jewish audiences, Triesch also impressed through her 
willingness to make public appearances even when it became less safe to do so. 
On one occasion in late 1932, she read aloud from the Bible during a newly in- 
stituted Friday evening Reform service. The Berlin Jewish Reform community’s 
newsletter noted that Triesch, who had “acquired quite a following as a per- 
former of the Bible” and “who feels strongly connected to Judaism,” was asked 
to participate partly to demonstrate that the Reform movement supported wom- 
en’s right to stand in the pulpit. The newsletter included a photograph of Triesch, 
her gaze directed heavenwards, ever the performer in decorative earrings (see 
figure 10).”4 One critic, who in fact disapproved of Triesch performing during a 
prayer service, observed that she was brave to perform Jewish roles openly: “Be- 
cause even if Irene Triesch is known to be a Jewish woman, it nevertheless means 
something that, although most others are cowards, she is reminding the public at 
this time so demonstratively of her Jewishness.””> 

An April 1932 article by writer Max Brod (1884-1968) in the Jüdische 
Rundschau corroborated this by suggesting that, with German nationalism on the 
rise, entertainers who “looked Jewish” were safer playing Jewish roles than Ger- 
man ones.” But Irene Triesch, an exception because she earned iconic status in 
both Jewish and mainstream spheres, proudly participated in public Jewish acts 
for years before the Nazis made similar forms of typecasting obligatory for Jew- 
ish performers who remained in Germany.” Triesch exemplified how Jewish 
actors could appeal to audiences by making themselves widely known as recog- 
nizable Jewish figures. Though perhaps risky, some of her performances were 
admired in part because they broadcast her Jewishness so clearly. 


More or Less Out: The Reception of Jewish Film Characters 


The thriving visual culture of the Weimar period—from photography and the 
illustrated press, to increasingly popular media forms including film—was in- 
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Fig. 10. Irene Triesch as pictured in the Berlin Jewish Reform commu- 
nity’s newsletter, 1932. (Courtesy of Universitätsbibliothek J. C. Senck- 
enberg, Goethe Universität, Frankfurt am Main. S 36/F06887.) 
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strumental in shaping the ways in which Jewishness became visible. New ways 
of displaying and disseminating images inundated viewing publics with pic- 
tures designed to provoke, inform, and inspire reflection. Several popular films 
addressed the topic of Jews or Jewish-coded individuals passing or assimilat- 
ing into mainstream culture. Scholars including Valerie Weinstein and Richard 
McCormick have written about the acts of passing and masquerade that take 
place in the films of filmmaker Ernst Lubitsch (1892-1947).’° For example, in 
the comedy Meyer aus Berlin (Meyer from Berlin; Lubitsch, 1918/1919), a 
Jewish-coded Berliner attempts to pass himself off as an Alpine hiker. In an- 
other film from the early 1920s, Das alte Gesetz (The Ancient Law; Dupont, 
1923), which one critic boldly dubbed “the first Jewish film,” an actor who is 
the son of an Orthodox rabbi cuts off his sidelocks to transition from life in a 
Galician shtetl to performing on a Viennese stage.” 

Rarely, however, were cinematic images of Jews entirely uncontroversial, 
for Jewish audiences found fault with all sorts of performances. In fact, even 
before debates about film began in earnest, the Centralverein regularly pro- 
tested against Jewish comedians who told Jewish jokes in cabarets. Some 
moving-image portrayals, Jewish critics argued, conveyed insufficiently au- 
thentic forms of Jewishness; others exaggerated Jewishness to the point of 
mockery. Film as a medium was believed to give viewers the illusion of reality 
and was regarded suspiciously because of its perceived persuasiveness. Fur- 
ther, like the liberal press, the German film industry was imbricated with dis- 
courses of Jewishness and Jewish influence, due in part to disproportionately 
high levels of involvement by Jews as filmmakers, cinema owners, and crit- 
ics.8! Rising levels of antisemitism amplified the stakes for Jewish spectators, 
who knew that on-screen portrayals had the ability to influence the German 
population at large. 

During the late 1920s and early 1930s, film reception achieved a decid- 
edly more prominent position in the Jewish press, and critics shared their inter- 
pretations of on-screen Jewishness with a variety of Jewish audiences. This 
body of criticism falls into two broad categories: (1) analysis of films that in- 
cluded problematic portrayals of Jews or Jewishness; and (2) praise for films 
that productively depicted Jews without the use of caricatures or stereotypes.°? 
The second category suggests that Jewish audiences welcomed the opportunity 
to recognize and identify with discernibly Jewish film characters, particularly 
in realistic performances that refrained from entering the realm of antisemitic 
representation. In general, films that did not explicitly engage with Jewishness 
or Jewish characters, or employ well-known Jewish actors, did not receive sig- 
nificant attention in the Jewish press, though their titles may have appeared in 
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film programs (Spielpläne) in papers such as the Jüdische Rundschau. What is 
surprising is that Jewish film spectators and critics writing for Jewish audi- 
ences devoted their energy to locating unequivocally positive depictions of 
Jewishness that often were so inconspicuous that they were nearly invisible. 
The remaining subsections of this chapter examine how critics and audiences 
assessed whether films and specific characters should be interpreted as Jewish 
or even “too Jewish,” and how they demonstrated support for Jewishness when 
expressed proudly in certain ways. 


Problematic Depictions and Antisemitic Representations 


Critics writing for liberal, Zionist, and other Jewish publications were united in 
their dislike of perceived antisemitism and misrepresentations of Jewishness. 
Even though they were eager to locate films that treated Jewishness in a pro- 
ductive way, Weimar Jewish cinemagoers and critics remained deeply wary of 
depictions of Jewishness that verged on antisemitic caricatures. Perhaps they 
saw too many plays and films with Jewish characters—often coded as East 
European— who served as the brunt of a joke or the laughing stock of the 
whole movie. Or maybe they were all too aware of the similarities between 
stereotypical Jewish figures on screen and in antisemitic publications.** Not 
surprisingly, most of the visibly Jewish characters targeted in such jokes were 
male characters. Female Jewish characters, in contrast, could be found mainly 
in supporting or small roles, if they were present at all. Directors, actors, and 
scriptwriters all struggled to express Jewishness in such a way that it could be 
seen, yet did not cross the line into disputed territory through characters who 
could be interpreted as mocking or antisemitic. The reception of films that 
featured problematic depictions of Jews pointed out some of the pitfalls of re- 
lying on typecasting and stereotypes, and also underscored the fine line be- 
tween films with a Jewish focus and those with a markedly antisemitic bent. 
Critics Hans Wollenberg (1893-1952) and Max Kolpenitzky (1905-98), 
among others, maintained that a range of films contained damaging antisemitic 
portrayals, including military-themed films with nationalistic underpinnings. 
Wollenberg and Kolpenitzky, who had both experienced antisemitism firsthand, 
wrote that such films perpetuated a generally unfavorable image of Jews.™ Their 
articles instructed readers of Jewish periodicals to be attuned to the nuances of 
problematic characters as well as the contexts in which they viewed such films. 
Films that these critics charged with antisemitic connotations include Die dritte 
Eskadron (The Third Squadron; Wilhelm, 1926), Die Stadt ohne Juden (The City 
Without Jews; Breslauer, 1924), Brennende Grenze (Aftermath; Waschneck, 
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1927), and feature films (Großfilme) made by the German film production com- 
pany Ufa including Durchlaucht Radieschen (His Highness, the Radish; Eich- 
berg, 1926/1927) and Mensch ohne Namen (Man Without a Name; Ucicky, 
1932), which featured such characters as an insurance salesman and a ruthless 
attorney that were imbued with stereotypical traits.*> Further, other reviewers 
argued that Die Stadt ohne Juden increased the negative visibility of Jews by put- 
ting Jewish wealth and prominence on display.°® 

Wollenberg, a First World War veteran and well-versed film critic, was 
particularly opposed to pejorative depictions of Jewish characters in military 
roles. He went to great lengths to contest antisemitic assertions that Jews were 
the driving force behind the film industry.®’ In 1927, Wollenberg, who also 
edited the mainstream film publication Lichtbild-Biihne from 1927 to 1933, 
summarized in the C.V.-Zeitung his fear that the typecasting nature of films 
was “predestined to exaggerate the Jewishness of the Jew, that is, to show the 
Jew not how he is in reality, but how old, popular stereotypes envision him.”®® 
One compelling example Wollenberg cites is Mischka Rappaport, the character 
played by actor Siegfried Arno (1895-1975) in Die dritte Eskadron. The film’s 
joking intertitles label Rappaport a hapless soldier and a bowlegged Jew who 
answers a lieutenant’s question: “How did you come to this regiment?” with 
the retort: “I didn’t come, my emperor summoned me.”®? The humor in this and 
other exchanges derives from the Jewish character’s literal interpretation of the 
questions and his supposed ignorance. Rappaport pronounces himself Jewish 
(the intertitle uses the word mosaisch, a euphemistic term referring to Mosaic 
law) but also is coded Jewish through antisemitic stereotypes such as bowleg- 
gedness and a strained sense of patriotism. Because Rappaport’s actions, ges- 
tures, and sensibility code him as Jewish, they simultaneously render his self- 
identification unimportant. 

Along with other critics, Wollenberg faulted everyone who contributed in 
even the smallest way to the construction of stereotypical Jewish characters. 
Among those he blamed were “Jewish performers who hire themselves out for 
such roles for commensurate fees”; “Jewish directors [who] turn up to make 
scenes of this sort”; “Jewish title writers, who include the corresponding texts”; 
and “Jewish businessmen, who as filmmakers are ultimately accountable for 
these goings-on!’ By calling for self-reflection in the creation of Jewish char- 
acters as a response to Jewish self-mockery in film, Wollenberg’s articles 
aimed to help filmmakers and viewers transform the way Jews were depicted 
on screen. This debate about self-mockery in film, theatrical performances, and 
cabaret continued for several years. One report published in the C.V.-Zeitung in 
1931 cited several prominent critics including Wollenberg on “the question of 


80 Passing Illusions 


the display of Jewish characters.” This article sums up the contribution by critic 
Rudolf Arnheim (1904-2007) as follows: “The Jew in cinema, whether good 
or bad, beautiful or ugly, has the same task we all have in life: to be not only a 
Jew, but [also] a person.”?! But a lack of character depth and borderline inap- 
propriate jokes could be misinterpreted easily, and, for some critics, defeated 
the purpose of depicting realistic Jewish characters on screen. 

It mattered not only how one interpreted such characters, and who created 
them, but also where one viewed a potentially controversial film. Critics ar- 
gued that viewers in rural areas or towns with small or no Jewish populations 
were more likely to misinterpret stereotypes of Jews. Songwriter and script- 
writer Max Kolpenitzky wrote in 1927 in the Jiidische Rundschau and Israel- 
itisches Familienblatt about his encounter with impressionable small-town 
cinemagoers while viewing the Ufa film, Durchlaucht Radieschen: 


Many people take everything offered here at face value, and are accus- 
tomed to carrying over these impressions into everyday life. Anyone who 
has visited these countless small cinemas even once—after all, they make 
up the bulk of the cinemas—will easily notice how peals of laughter that 
sound different from the usual laughs always ring out when this kind of 
“Jewish type” appears. 


Kolpenitzky pointed out that Jewish character types on German screens often 
figured as the brunt of potentially harmful jokes, which audiences in smaller 
cinemas interpreted more harshly. He elaborated that by “Jewish type,” he 
meant everything from clothing manufacturers to “the old, stooped Eastern 
Jew with a grungy caftan and flowing sidelocks.”*? Another critic pointed out 
how ludicrous the Jewish character in Brennende Grenze appeared, noting: 
“The Jew trembles exaggeratedly in comical fear, secretly passes the sergeant 
some money, and runs away, bowlegged. . . . I don’t have anything against the 
depiction of bad Jews, but they should be characters and not caricatures.”” The 
visibly Jewish appearance of certain minor Jewish characters instantly marked 
them as different and of lesser value than the film’s protagonists. Instead of 
bringing characters with emotional depth or other value to the film, the “Jewish 
type” represented a category of men with exaggerated faults and shortcomings. 

The same visual markers recurred on screen and in Jewish film criticism: 
Jewish men became visible in an objectionable way whenever they embodied 
stereotypes, from the banal (Jews wear beards, sidelocks, and caftans) to the 
despicable (Jews are bowlegged, weak, ignorant, ruthless, and involved in 
treacherous money-related schemes). In contrast, critics praised films with less 
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stereotypical or nonstereotypical portrayals of Jewish characters that focused 
instead on aspects of authentic Jewish life. Some of these ideal films presented 
Jewishness in a subtle way, whereas select films put it front and center and 
thereby exemplified what it meant to screen positive images of Jewishness. 


Positively Out: Model Jewish Films 


Overt references to Jewishness in Weimar cinema were relatively uncommon, 
and only a handful of German films dealt extensively with topics related to 
Jewish life. But Jewish-identified avid filmgoers sought out these few films 
with explicitly Jewish themes, whether they included Jewish role models wor- 
thy of emulation, starred famous Jewish actors and actresses, or simply pro- 
vided a basis for discussion and criticism. Numerous German and Austrian 
films with easily identifiable Jewish themes or players received positive atten- 
tion in the Weimar Jewish press. Among these are such historical works as Das 
alte Gesetz and Dreyfus (Oswald, 1930); the occasional military or entertain- 
ment film with positive or neutral depictions of Jewish characters, for example 
Leichte Kavallerie (Light Cavalry; Randolf, 1927); American films Potash and 
Perlmutter (Badger, 1923), The Jazz Singer (Crosland, 1927), and Disraeli 
(Green, 1929); and Zionist and other documentary-style films that claimed to 
offer authentic glimpses into Jewish life. Reviews in the Jewish press explained 
how viewers might interpret and parse these films for accurate representations 
of Jewish behavior, tradition, and matter-of-fact, unexaggerated Jewish self- 
presentation or obvious examples of Jewish pride. 

The popular films about American Jewish acculturation that enjoyed a 
warm reception in the Weimar Jewish press touched on many themes familiar 
to Jews in Germany, including the integration of Old World elements into the 
New World, tensions between tradition and modernity, and the performance of 
Jewishness in the public sphere. Writer Carl A. Bratter, an American immigrant 
from Germany, reviewed Montague Glass’s comedic Potash and Perlmutter 
stories in the C.V.-Zeitung. According to Bratter, these stories about Jewish 
owners of a ready-to-wear clothing business were well positioned to provide 
humorous and authentic insight into what it was like for struggling German 
and East European Jewish immigrants working in the American garment in- 
dustry.?* Screenings of Clarence Badger’s Potash and Perlmutter film at Ber- 
lin’s Ufa-Palast am Zoo in 1924 received special attention in the Yidishe ilus- 
trirte tsaytung (Yiddish Illustrated Newspaper), which deemed the film 
worthwhile not only because of its hilarity and famous actors but also because 
audiences had the opportunity to view live fashion shows in conjunction with 
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this film.” Several top Berlin fashion houses engaged models to participate in 
a live show after the third act.?° Film was thus more than an on-screen medium; 
at times it provided an occasion for a live experience of other industries rele- 
vant to Jewish communities. Combining a film screening with a live fashion 
show further increased the visibility of Jewish participation in both the Ameri- 
can and German fashion industries. It also put a variety of actual participants 
in the German Konfektion or ready-to-wear sector, from designers to models, 
on par with the film’s actors as examples of how connections to Jewishness 
could be displayed publicly and inoffensively.°’ 

Not surprisingly, the American film that made the greatest impact in 
German-Jewish circles was The Jazz Singer (Crosland, 1927), which appealed 
to Jewish viewers through its portrayal of acculturation and its treatment and 
rejection of passing on several levels. This famously innovative early sound 
film—a part-talkie that still relied on some intertitles—tells of a cantor’s son, 
Jakie Rabinowitz (Al Jolson), who changes his name to Jack Robin and leaves 
New York’s Lower East Side to pursue a career as a jazz singer on Broadway, 
where he meets dancer Mary Dale. Ultimately, and not without inner conflict, 
Jack misses his Broadway premiere to sing Kol Nidre in his dying father’s 
stead. German-Jewish critics extolled The Jazz Singer for utilizing synchro- 
nized sound as an opportunity to showcase East European cantorial melodies. 
For Jewish filmgoers in Germany, The Jazz Singer also offered a further 
glimpse of authentic Jewish life and religious practices transplanted to Amer- 
ica. The film’s focus on the performance of identities by way of Americaniza- 
tion, blackface minstrelsy, and Broadway and synagogue appearances enabled 
German viewers to consider how American Jews might have passed or covered 
their Jewishness, and how Jewishness figured as a form of racial otherness in 
American contexts. 

The reception of The Jazz Singer in Germany, where it was known as 
Der Jazzsänger, exemplifies the different types of film reception across the 
spectrum of Weimar Jewish cinemagoers. Jazz music became extremely pop- 
ular in Berlin in the mid-1920s, and images of Black jazz musicians, includ- 
ing one in a photograph titled Charleston by Yva (1900-1942; pseudonym of 
Else Neuländer-Simon), were splashed across the covers of illustrated maga- 
zines well before the film made it to German cinemas.?® When a silent ver- 
sion of The Jazz Singer first premiered in Germany at Berlin’s Gloria-Palast 
on September 18, 1928, the film was already an international sensation; one 
early ad in Der Israelit cited its tremendous box office success in New York.” 
Some reviews praised the film’s authentic treatment of Jewish elements 
while simultaneously marveling at its many innovations, including Jolson’s 
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performances. Other responses to the film pointed to its ambivalent portray- 
als of Jewishness, particularly with respect to Jack’s behavior. As one re- 
viewer of the silent version put it, “To report on the so-called Jewish content 
of this film is particularly difficult.” 10° 

Jazz was itself a contested art form, and the German right criticized The 
Jazz Singer as part of a broader rejection of American and Jewish culture. In 
fact, reactionary critics regarded jazz as created by Blacks and marketed by 
Jews.'°! The image of a Black jazz musician marked with a Star of David 
later became the face of Entartete Musik (Degenerate Music), an exhibition 
similar to the Nazi exhibition on degenerate art.!°* One 1928 article in the 
C.V.-Zeitung pronounced the film’s plot to be steeped in “sentimentality” and 
“kitsch,” underscoring the fact that the Deutsche Zeitung, a right-wing Ger- 
man newspaper, had cited the film as an example of the horrific nature of 
Jewish “clannishness” (Versipptheit).'® Jolson became further entangled 
with controversial films when another film in which he starred, The Singing 
Fool (Bacon, 1928), premiered in June 1929 as the first fully synchronized 
American sound film shown in Germany.!™ Joseph Goebbels even called for 
the withdrawal of the “pan-Jewish propaganda” of The Jazz Singer from Ger- 
man cinemas when the sound version was released in Germany in late 1929, 
though Ufa did not pull it.!® 

These and other antisemitic responses to the film prompted the Familien- 
blatt to respond with humor. It ran a satirical cartoon of a Black jazz singer 
with this caption: “In order to appease [the antisemitic press], in the future 
“Triumphantly we want to defeat France’ will be sung in lieu of the Kol Nidre 
melody.”! By proposing a German military song as an accompaniment to the 
most decidedly Jewish parts of the film, this cartoon highlighted the absurdity 
of attempting to overwrite the popular film’s Jewishness at the level of sound— 
especially when doing so would not eliminate its visual depictions of racial 
otherness. Yet even these critical or defensive treatments of The Jazz Singer in 
Jewish newspapers demonstrate sympathy with its willingness to broadcast a 
sense of Jewish pride in a major feature film. 

Advertisements for late 1929 screenings of the sound version of The Jazz 
Singer in Berlin’s Gloria-Palast cinema emphasized the film’s striking perfor- 
mances of song and identities. One ad in the Berliner jiidische Zeitung declared 
the film an unforgettable tearjerker: “There is no conceivable purer pleasure. 
Al Jolson’s chanting of Kol Nidre remains unforgettable; perhaps even more 
enchanting is his jubilant bittersweet song, ‘Mammy. No one should be 
ashamed of breaking out in tears from this film.”!” Emotional responses to 
hearing Jewish melodies in this early sound film were bound up with familial 
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ties and Jewish experiences. Playing up another aspect of the film, the Berlin 
Gemeindeblatt, the newsletter of the Berlin Jewish community, ran a full-page 
ad of Jolson performing in blackface against a black background (see figure 
11).!°8 Here, the focus is not explicitly on Jewishness; only small lines of text 
at the bottom reference Kol Nidre and Jewish music. It is not possible to make 
out the outline of the figure in this promotional image, which also was distrib- 
uted widely in the United States. Rather, only the whites of his eyes, the “mask” 
of white around his mouth, a white shirt collar, and white gloves are visible. 

The image of the Black American jazz singer offered German Jews an 
alternative way of representing Jewish difference on screen. In these German 
ads and reviews, Jolson’s Jack Robin becomes memorable and visible not 
through his Blackness, but through the white accents that contrast with and 
offset Blackness. This recalls Michael Rogin’s argument that blackface min- 
strelsy provided Jewish immigrants with a means to become (White) Ameri- 
cans.'® Many German reviews and ads contained only text; the one image re- 
peatedly selected to depict the main character was not that of a “typical” Jew, 
but rather a Jewish man performing Blackness. Jewishness is referenced only 
in the fine print. In this case, the German-Jewish press’s conflicted relationship 
with screen representations of Jews resulted in a fascination with a figure who 
looked nothing like most German Jews. With its images of a Jew “passing” for 
a Black man, the press pointed to other models that, though a contested form 
of representation in their own right, nevertheless deflected from the usual anti- 
semitic stereotypes. 

In mainstream Weimar circles, images of Black jazz singers with Jewish 
connections reinforced the conflation of Jewishness with other racialized mi- 
nority identities.!!° In another film made several years later, Moritz macht sein 
Gliick (Moritz Makes His Fortune; Speyer, 1931), actor Siegfried Arno imper- 
sonated Jolson in blackface.'!! Arno’s character, Moritz Meyer, is booed off- 
stage at a fashion ball after lip-synching to an English recording of Jolson. 
Shortly thereafter, Moritz is unable to remove the black makeup from his face, 
and he is fired (and promptly rehired) from his job at Meyer & Co., a ready-to- 
wear clothing store, for this and other antics. Arno’s role in this film reveals his 
mastery of a type of “screen passing” that involves acting and perhaps overact- 
ing to call attention to stereotypical aspects of racialized roles—including Jol- 


son’s,!!2 


With its unambiguous reference to The Jazz Singer, the use of black- 
face contributes to coding Moritz as Jewish. His exaggerated efforts to scrub 
away the makeup represent a daily struggle with stigmatized forms of other- 
ness. For some performers, blackface was not the only way of expressing anx- 


iety about racial and ethnic difference. Many Jewish comic performers made 


MAY MC. AVOY UND WARNER OLAND / REGIE: ALAN CROSLAND 
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KOL NIDREI GESUNGEN VON AL JOLSON 
SYNAGOGALE GESANGE: KANTOR JOSEF ROSENBLATT 


* 
EIN WARNER BROS. UND VITAPHONE TONFILM DER NATIONAL 


AB MITTE NOVEMBER IM GLORIA-PALAST 


Fig. 11. Advertisement for The Jazz Singer in the Berlin Gemeindeblatt, 
1929. (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 
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themselves identifiably Jewish through the use of Jewface, which relied on 
fake beards and used face putty to create exaggerated hook noses.!" 

But in Germany, some of the best ways to depict Jewishness on screen 
included highly subtle characters and realistic documentaries. The illustrated 
supplement of the /sraelitisches Familienblatt regularly featured still images 
and promotional photos for films that seemed relevant in some way for Jewish 
viewers, even when the films were only questionably Jewish. Chapter 4 com- 
ments further on the Familienblatt’s tendency to misidentify Jewishness and to 
generalize about what might count as Jewish in a film. In 1929, for example, 
the paper featured an article on Disraeli, an English-language sound biopic 
about British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli. The editor observed: “Even 
though very little is shown here that is Jewish per se (wenig an sich Jiidisches), 
it nevertheless fills us with particular satisfaction to see someone placed into 
the center of European veneration who was so closely linked to Judaism, and 
who took every opportunity to emphasize this.”!'* This comment suggests that 
depicting something intangible such as great respect for Jews—or even for one 
exceptional Jewish politician—was significant in that it provided a positive 
representation of Jewishness that was barely perceptible.'' 

In contrast to films with very little Jewish content “per se,” several docu- 
mentary films clearly portrayed Jewish life in order to educate viewers about a 
particular topic. These films generally were sponsored by one or more Jewish 
organizations. For instance, the “charity film,” Ein Freitag Abend (One Friday 
Night, 1926), directed by Gertrud David and produced by the Zentralwohl- 
fahrtsstelle der deutschen Juden (Central Welfare Agency of German Jews), 
provided insight into social welfare practices in different Jewish contexts. 
Used in part to raise money and recruit volunteers, the film was screened for 
audiences in 60 Jewish communities, and 21 times in Berlin, with over 15,000 
viewers in Berlin alone.!!® A still image of a Sabbath dinner appeared in the 
Familienblatt’s illustrated supplement and provided evidence of the film’s de- 
pictions of Jewish ritual.!!? Viewers recognized prominent social welfare 
workers including Henriette May, Minna Schwarz, and Lina Wagner-Tauber. 
Regina Isaacsohn declared that the film also was instructive insofar as it de- 
picted women fulfilling important cultural obligations outside the home.!!8 The 
film not only made visible a kind of work that it is often invisible, but it also 
increased the visibility of Jews in the field of German social work.!!? 

Documentary films that introduced the Land of Israel to those who had 
not yet traveled there were of paramount importance to the Zionist cause. Some 
of these silent “Palestine films” also were lauded for their ability to dissemi- 
nate positive images of Jewish culture in a modern and compelling fashion. 
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Spectators took particular pride in visual depictions of the land, anything relat- 
ing to the Hebrew language, and portrayals of traditional Jewish rituals.'7° In 
1925, the “Palestine film,” Eretz Israel, which included images of the inaugu- 
ration of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, was screened, first privately at an 
event at the Griingard salon, and then publicly at a Berlin theater. Sammy Gro- 
nemann offered a short lecture to accompany the film’s private screening, 
which indicates its importance among the Zionist elite.!?! However, not all 
“Palestine films” were well received. In order to engage spectators on behalf of 
Zionist causes, a film had to be visually compelling. One review of a documen- 
tary made by the Palestine Film Company, Eine Reise durch Paldstina (A Jour- 
ney through Palestine, 1928), took the film to task for its bland and boring 
presentation of the land, lack of coherent narrative, poor cinematography and 
use of technology, as well as its notably unrecognizable faces, interiors, and 
landscapes.!”* In other words, on-screen representations of the Land of Israel 
were deemed usable only when they were done well. Being able to identify 
faces and places was part of the process of recording visual history and deliver- 
ing it to the Jewish masses. 

Other “Palestine films” were deemed more successful in their use of com- 
pelling and recognizable visual imagery. The documentary Friihling in Palds- 
tina (Spring in Palestine, 1928), a joint venture of the organizations Keren 
Hayesod and Keren Kayemeth, attempted to compensate for the mistakes of 
previous films by conveying information about local culture more effectively. 
German director Willy Prager edited footage assembled by J. Ben Dow and J. 
Gal-Eser in Palestine to ensure the film met the demands of the modern viewer. 
Five shorter films were created from the longer version in the hope that the film 
123 The film premiere 
met with great success, and several December 1928 screenings were advertised 


would reach more viewers if each part stood on its own. 


widely in the Jüdische Rundschau.'™ With a variety of engaging subjects in- 
cluding the observance of Jewish festivals in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, women’s 
roles, the region north of the Jordan River, and such exports as oranges and 
matzah, Friihling in Paldstina had something for everyone. 

Films that captured the events of Zionist organizations such as sports 
clubs were also in high demand. One short amateur documentary film, Makk- 
abäer. Ein Film jüdischer Sportjugend (Maccabees: A Film of Jewish Young 
Athletes; Simmenauer, 1930), received highest praise for its realistic depic- 
tions, including the absence of staged shots. This fast-paced film focused on 
the Jewish athletes and prominent guests who attended the 1929 Maccabi 
World Congress in Ostrava, Czechoslovakia.!*> As one reviewer noted about 
the film’s premiere in Berlin, where “only a flag was missing”: “The good 
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shots and the familiar faces inspired much joy and excitement, and the five 
filmmakers . . . were called up amidst resounding applause from the audience, 
who were thrilled with the presentation.”!*° This reviewer emphasized the fact 
that the people shown here—some of whom are mentioned by name in the 
film’s intertitles—were familiar to certain viewers. The film thus presented 
these subjects as entirely “out,” and as fully committed participants in the proj- 
ect of displaying recognizable Jewish activities to spectators interested in 
model behavior. 


Desirable Displays of Jewish Women in Film 


In Weimar Jewish circles, film was known as a medium that could be particu- 
larly influential for female spectators, both because of the medium’s realistic 
qualities and the supposedly impressionable nature of women.'?’ One film 
critic, Heinz Ludwigg, explicitly addressed the gendered dimensions of spec- 
tatorship in a 1925 article for Die jiidische Frau, while also calling attention to 
the central role of women as consumers of film: “You have no idea, my dear 
lady, how very important you are to the propaganda directors of film studios 
and movie theaters. . . . [T]herefore, my dearest, the posters and images are 
tailored primarily to your taste, and therefore, my most adored one, the psycho- 
logical layer of the ads is produced for you.”'?® This type of direct address, 
which was not uncommon in Jewish periodicals, presented the culture industry 
as one that was bound up with Jewish women’s tastes and consumer needs. 
Likewise, in a well-known 1927 series of feuilletons published in the main- 
stream Frankfurter Zeitung, critic Siegfried Kracauer (1889-1966) commented 
on the impressionable nature of shopgirls at the movies, noting that “sensa- 
tional film hits and life usually correspond to each other because the Little 
Miss Typists model themselves after the examples they see on the screen.”!”° 
With an ironic tone of condescension similar to Ludwigg’s, Kracauer, too, ob- 
served what these “little” girls would take away from each film, including the 
desire for a successful love relationship and the importance of wealth for over- 
all happiness. As film theorist Mary Ann Doane has suggested, the female gaze 
was often censored and even negated, and womanliness or femininity itself was 
considered a kind of performance or masquerade. '*° 

Whereas these Weimar-era critics were careful to note the roles of women 
as spectators, and Wollenberg, Kolpenitzky, and others focused on stereotypes 
of Jewish men in film, critics infrequently commented on the presentation of 
Jewish women in film. The vast majority of recurring Jewish character types 
were male; female Jewish characters were neither cause for laughter, nor gen- 
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erally deemed worthy of comment. And despite an abundance of Weimar vi- 
sual images of women that were coded Jewish, so-called authentic perfor- 
mances of Jewish female characters on screen were barely identifiable as such. 
In the following analysis of two exemplary and widely distributed films, Rolf 
Randolf’s Leichte Kavallerie (1927) and Richard Oswald’s Dreyfus (1930), 
and their favorable reception in the Jewish press, I argue that the most desirable 
displays of Jewishness were, paradoxically, highly subtle or visually absent, 
particularly with respect to women. In part because the Jewishness of female 
characters often was constructed through relationships to male characters, or 
merely encoded by way of darker coloring, the most coveted cinematic en- 
counters with female Jewish characters were unremarkable. Gender stereo- 
types often were reinforced even when Jewishness was displayed in inoffen- 
sive ways. 

The film Leichte Kavallerie, of which no known copies exist today, is set 
in Galicia in October 1914. A weary squadron of Austrian troops is billeted at 
various homes in a small Eastern town. Rabbi Süß (Albert Steinriick) and his 
daughter, Rahel (Elizza La Porta), are assigned to provide temporary accom- 
modations for Lieutenant Riidiger von Starhemberg (André Mattoni) (see fig- 
ure 12). The rabbi fears for his daughter and attempts to send her to a relative 
in Vienna before the inevitable happens, but to no avail: Rahel and the lieuten- 
ant fall in love. After a climactic scene in which the rabbi contemplates killing 
his daughter’s non-Jewish lover but is unable to do so, Rahel helps German 
troops rescue Starhemberg’s squadron from a surprise attack by the Russian 
army. In one of the final scenes, she visits him in the hospital; the implication 
is that he will heal and they will enjoy a happy life together.'?! Most reviews of 
Leichte Kavallerie described it as a military film that combined tales of espio- 
nage and battle on the eastern front with a story about a love affair between a 
Jewish woman and a Christian man.'** Kracauer, who pronounced it a “watered- 
down remake of Hotel Stadt Lemburg,’ pointed out that its scenes in the 
trenches heightened private desires and paved the way for “good kissing.”'?? 
The Jewish press, too, emphasized the film’s main love story, though with a 
condemnation of intermarriage.'** 

Most significant about this film’s reception is that its understated style of 
performance is what held the greatest appeal for Jewish spectators. In a full- 
page illustrated feature story, the Familienblatt praised Leichte Kavallerie for 
authentic, yet not exaggerated, depictions of Jewish life: “Although the end- 
ing’s prospective intermarriage is of course unacceptable for us Jews, this film 
nevertheless deserves our interest due to its many fond, realistic depictions of 
the Jewish milieu in Galicia. Above all, it is deserving because the director has 


Fig. 12. Cast of characters in Leichte Kavallerie (Randolf, 1927), in Il- 
lustrierter Film-Kurier 9, no. 688 (October 1927), 7. (Courtesy of Stif- 
tung Deutsche Kinemathek.) 
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steered clear of all exaggerations, which are unfortunately so common in films 
about Jews.”!35 The elements of Jewish life presented in this film are deemed 
worthwhile primarily because of their subtlety. Aside from one reference in the 
intertitles to the rabbi donning a prayer shawl as he prepares to go to syna- 
gogue, no other scenes seem to treat Jewish life as such. Instead, Jewishness 
becomes most significant as an obstacle to intermarriage. Interestingly, both 
Rabbi Süß and his daughter were played by non-Jewish actors, a fact not men- 
tioned in the review. 

In Leichte Kavallerie, Jewishness is defined—and redefined—as an 
“Eastern” form of difference that separates the “Eastern” from the “Western” 
troops and other characters. Rahel, played by Romanian-born actress Elizza La 
Porta, possesses stereotypically Eastern dark eyes and hair.'*° Like other cine- 
matic rabbis’ daughters, such as Miriam in Der Golem, wie er in die Welt kam 
(The Golem: How He Came Into the World; Wegener, 1920), Rahel initially 
seems to be at the mercy of overprotective male guardians, yet she still man- 
ages to pursue relations with a non-Jew.'?’ (Coincidentally, actor Albert Stein- 
riick played the rabbi/father in both Der Golem and Leichte Kavallerie.) Rahel 
is most remarkable because of her heroic act of aiding military troops, a tradi- 
tionally masculine act. She remains in control, which, as film scholars Patrice 
Petro and Heide Schliipmann have argued about other characters, reflects a 
repositioning of the Weimar female subject as more androgynous and thus able 
to pursue freedom from patriarchal authority.'*8 But Rahel’s Jewishness is sup- 
pressed and overwritten by “Western” German values. Instead of exaggerating 
Jewishness, she essentially abandons it; the new reality she represents is not 
one that can properly accommodate Jewishness. The Familienblatt’s reception 
hints that Rahel’s role in saving the squadron counterbalances the transgression 
of intermarriage only to a limited extent. 

The German-Jewish press’s strong approval of Rahel’s character reveals a 
tacit preference for Jewish characters who did not “act Jewish” or display unde- 
sirable traits associated with Jewishness. By focusing mainly on the rabbi and his 
daughter, the Familienblatt entirely overlooked the performances of other Jewish 
characters. Nowhere did its review mention approval or disapproval of the figure 
of the Jewish merchant, Moritz Wasserstrahl, played by Siegfried Arno. Other 
reviews notably credited Wasserstrahl, whose name is mocked throughout the 
film (he is called Wasservogel, Wasserkrug), for supplying the film with humor. 
Turning the focus to women, who generally were depicted as less overtly Jewish 
compared to male characters, was a way of covering the most objectionable ste- 
reotypical performances of Jews such as those performed by Arno. As one review 
in the general press put it: “Elizza la Porta is not entirely balanced. . . . But she is 
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beautiful and young and instinctively makes the right gestures.”'?? Restrained 
female characters provided the German-Jewish press with a way of accessing the 
“right” kind of visibility for Jews. 

Richard Oswald’s Dreyfus, a very different film with questions of Jewish 
belonging and antisemitism (and another understated Jewish woman) at its 
heart, received more coverage in Jewish periodicals than any other Weimar 
film.!# Dreyfus is thus one of the most important German-Jewish films of the 
era with respect to understanding Jewish spectatorial desire. A commercially 
successful early historical docudrama that premiered at Berlin’s Gloria-Palast 
on August 16, 1930, Dreyfus received favorable reviews in both the Jewish 
press and the general press. Richard Oswald (1880-1963, born Richard Orn- 
stein), who participated in the production of over 100 films, is best known to- 
day for films such as Anders als die Andern (Different from the Others, 1919; 
see the conclusion). He also figures prominently in several recent scholarly 
studies of Weimar cinema.!*! S. S. Prawer has argued that Oswald’s willing- 
ness to deal with the problems encountered by Jews carried over from his early 
silent films to sound film; Ofer Ashkenazi has suggested that many of Os- 
wald’s later silent films also treat Jewish identity more implicitly.!*? 

Dreyfus opens with a speech by attorney and C.V. deputy chairman Bruno 
Weil (1883-1961), whose book provided the basis for the film’s script. The rest 
of the film showcases the well-known historical events that took place from 1894 
to 1906: French-Jewish captain Alfred Dreyfus (Fritz Kortner) is wrongly ac- 
cused, sentenced, and sent to prison for transmitting military secrets to the Ger- 
man government. Eventually, after a long imprisonment and intervention by 
writer Emile Zola (Heinrich George), Dreyfus is exonerated thanks to proof that 
Major Esterhazy (Oskar Homolka) is the real traitor. The film also exposes the 
vicious political plot against Dreyfus. Another key player is Dreyfus’s wife, Lu- 
cie (Grete Mosheim), who stands by her husband throughout his long ordeal. 

Oswald’s film leaves no doubt that its highly politicized message was 
designed to counter antisemitism. The Jewish victim is clearly identified and 
marked as such from the outset: the camera tracks General Boisdeffre’s finger 
as it points first to the word “Jew” (Jude) and ends on “Dreyfus.” The word 
Jude is uttered out loud at least four times, once as part of an exclamation by 
Colonel Picquart: “Whether Jew or Christian, there is only one kind of justice.” 
Further, the casting of Fritz Kortner (1892-1970, born Fritz Nathan Kohn) in 
this role was far from coincidental, as Kortner was repeatedly cast in Jewish 
stage roles, including negative portrayals such as his recurring stage role of 
Shylock.'* As Dreyfus, Kortner—whose physical characteristics and talent at 
embodying Jewish characters made him a regular target of antisemitic 
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fantasies—again played a character whose Jewishness was linked inextricably 
to alleged culpability.!** Doris Wittner commented that the way Kortner roared 
the phrase “I am innocent” countless times gripped “not only the ears, but also 
the souls of the listener.”!° Another critic commented that Kortner’s screams 
became “a stirring memory not only for the generation that lived through this 
trial, but also a reminder to our youth.”!*° Oswald himself had been the subject 
of antisemitic attacks, and he had faced much resistance in bringing the Drey- 
fus Affair to the German screen. Oswald later wrote in a letter to Kracauer: “At 
that time one needed a certain amount of audacity to make a film in which the 
Jew is innocent.”!* Still, there were also many leftist filmgoers who longed for 
a pro-Jewish, anti-Nazi film in August 1930, just one month before the German 
elections.'*? Kortner observed in his autobiography that cinemas were over- 
flowing with Germans bitter about the antisemitic persecution of Dreyfus.!” 
Although the Jewish press raved about the potential of Dreyfus to effect 
political change on behalf of Jews, its attention to Lucie Dreyfus was circum- 
scribed and focused on her ability to downplay Jewishness.!°° In fact, Famil- 
ienblatt editor Will Pleß commented mainly on the ability of film and theater 
actress Grete Mosheim (1905-86) to appeal to “the greater public.”!>! Indeed, 
the fair-haired, blue-eyed Berliner was perceived as able to portray Jewishness 
such that it was not visually legible, and therefore amenable to both main- 
stream and Jewish audiences. Although Mosheim’s father was Jewish, her 
mother was not, and she was raised in a Christian household; she later recalled 
learning that her father was Jewish at age 14.'° Her appeal also may have 
stemmed in part from her modest upbringing in Berlin-Kreuzberg. She often 
played members of the lower social classes, such as her starring roles as Susi 
Sachs in Oswald’s Arm wie eine Kirchenmaus (Poor as a Church Mouse, 1931) 
and Eliza Doolittle in Shaw’s Pygmalion. Further, several roles required her to 
play women in distress, from Gretchen in Goethe’s Faust to the lead role in 
Cyankali (Cyanide; Tintner, 1930), which dealt with abortion rights. 
Appearance and especially blondness figured significantly into the ways 
others assessed Mosheim’s Jewishness or lack thereof. According to Kortner, 
who referred to her as “the blond half-Jew (Halbjiidin),” she appealed to peo- 
ple from all walks of life.! One article even described her as “internally 
blond.”!5* Critics Rudolf Arnheim and Alfred Kerr praised her general incon- 
spicuousness and opacity, and her fellow actor and friend Hubert von Meyer- 
inck described her as “the blonde Grete, who was German in the best sense of 
the word.”!55 When asked whether and how she employed gestures in her silent 
film roles, Mosheim responded: “Few; the fewer, the better, even in silent 
film.”!56 Only in one film role, that of Lucie Dreyfus, did Mosheim play a char- 
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Fig. 13. Grete Mosheim and Fritz Kortner in Dreyfus (Oswald, 1930). 
(Courtesy of Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.) 


acter who, because of her husband, was marked as Jewish.'5’ Yet even in this 
pro-Jewish, highly political film, Mosheim’s appearance and performance 
were desirable precisely because she managed not to act or “look Jewish” and 
to avoid exaggeration of all kinds. 

In Dreyfus, the quiet heroism of Lucie Dreyfus serves as a foil to the grand 
deeds of male heroes (and antiheroes), in part because of its inconspicuous- 
ness. Prawer suggests Mosheim plays a “wholly assimilated wife.”!5® The 
film’s mise-en-scéne and costumes further contain and conceal her Jewishness 
and her character. Lucie Dreyfus is at times positioned in the background of the 
frame. Many close-ups and other shots of her are partially obscured by prison 
or window bars or a dark mourning dress, hat, and veil (see figure 13). 
Mosheim’s character is not the center of attention, as in other films about wom- 
en’s rights, but rather the shadow. Her cries of “he is innocent” are but an echo 
to her husband’s much louder and more memorable screams. In what at the 
time was the best-known Weimar film with an explicitly Jewish topic, the only 
Jewish woman in the film is blond, acquiescent, and barely visible. 

Film criticism in the Weimar Jewish press reveals that Jewish audiences 
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welcomed the opportunity to identify with positive images of Jewish charac- 
ters even when difficult to locate. Performances of Jewishness that were 
deemed realistic or authentic, especially those that avoided exaggeration and 
overwrought stereotypes, resonated with filmgoers and critics in search of fa- 
vorable visual models. Many female characters were constructed in relation to 
male characters; some of their performances of Jewishness were subtle enough 
that they did not provoke controversial reactions. The most highly praised cin- 
ematic encounters with Jewish women included such characters as Rahel Süß, 
a rabbi’s daughter who abandons her Jewish home in Galicia, and Lucie Drey- 
fus, the wife of a famous French Jew who openly exhibits nothing that is spe- 
cifically Jewish. Both characters were played by actresses who avoided attri- 
butes of appearance and behavior that would have coded them “more Jewish.” 
In Weimar Germany, the most desirable Jewish female characters either 
were not coded as particularly Jewish or were barely visible at all—yet their 
mere presence was enough to carve out a space for the representation of Jews 
on screen. It was difficult to identify these women as Jewish because they ef- 
fectively passed for non-Jewish were it not for the context of the story. But 
barely visible is very different from invisible, and the enthusiastic reception of 
such on-screen representations of Jewishness suggests that subtle forms of vis- 
ibility were critical to the construction of Weimar Jewish self-images. In fact, 
favorable visualizations of Jewishness facilitated the process of Jewish self- 
identification and choosing to come out. In the absence of such positive depic- 
tions, or when the focus turned to policing members of the Jewish community 
to prevent them from mirroring stereotypical representations, voluntary ac- 
knowledgments were not always possible, as the next chapter demonstrates. 


CHAPTER 3 


Hostile Outings: When Being Seen 
Was Undesirable 


Weimar Jews engaged in some form of passing or made themselves less visible 
for a variety of reasons, including threats to their well-being. Fear of repercus- 
sions for being discernibly Jewish—which, in some cases, simply meant ap- 
pearing well off or fashionable—influenced the ways Jews marked themselves 
and instructed each other with respect to dress. Even within Jewish communi- 
ties, women who displayed expensive tastes or dressed in a flashy way, espe- 
cially on Jewish holidays or in proximity to synagogues, were accused of in- 
curring unnecessary attention that could prompt antisemitic acts. Jews thus 
observed and policed each other with respect to how they presented themselves 
in public. One liberal Jewish response was to encourage women to do a more 
effective job of conforming to mainstream demands by covering themselves 
and their Jewishness. Upper-class travel destinations, such as summer vacation 
resorts, were especially dangerous places to be identifiably Jewish. Through- 
out the 1920s, the Centralverein consistently warned Jewish travelers to avoid 
summer vacation spots known to be antisemitic, including nearly every Bavar- 
ian bath and resort.! 

One short anecdote from July 1925 illustrates how resort politics could 
force Jewishness into the public eye, and how the hostility of self-policing 
arose in an attempt to prevent the hostility of antisemitism. This anonymous 
feuilleton published in the /sraelitisches Familienblatt is titled “The Blonde 
and the Brunette.” It tells of two women who meet at a vacation resort without 
knowledge of the other person’s relationship to Jewishness. The brunette is 
intelligent, modest, an excellent mother, and is declared Jewish from the out- 
set; the blonde, in contrast, is described only as slender, elegant, and also a 
mother. The blonde loudly proclaims that she cannot abide the Jewish women 
at the resort who are always overdressed, and whose ostentatious accessories 
cause them to resemble “jewelry store windows,” a metaphor common in ste- 
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reotypical representations of Jewish women that evokes not only excess but 
also the need to put it on display.” With more than a hint of hostility, the blonde 
at first outs the other Jews at the resort whose appearance and behaviors are in 
line with common antisemitic stereotypes. This initially deflects attention from 
her and makes it easier for her to conceal her own identity. When the two 
women meet for breakfast one morning, the blonde, who has been complaining 
of hunger, orders bread with cheese, whereas the brunette chooses roast meat. 
The brunette remarks that the blonde should order meat to satisfy her hunger, 
whereupon the blonde responds with the punch line: “Not for anything... my 
parents were very Orthodox, and I was raised strictly, I eat only kosher.” The 
blonde’s choice to come out as Jewish even after berating her fellow Jews dem- 
onstrates a rejection of their Jewish-coded behaviors, as well as a hesitance to 
associate with obvious targets of antisemitism. 

This story normalizes passing and suggests that it exists only in the eyes 
of the beholder. At first, the blonde passes for a non-Jew in the eyes of the 
brunette, and in what is conveyed to the reader. The blonde is marked as “less 
Jewish” within the narrative precisely because she is juxtaposed with the bru- 
nette and others who are coded Jewish. But it quickly becomes clear that the 
blonde’s unfriendly act of outing others is but a precursor to the act of revealing 
her own identity. Although the blonde seems to be temporarily passing, or at 
least covering, to avoid being mistaken for a stigmatized other, she is quick to 
come out when her Jewish identity is challenged. Paradoxically, the wide- 
spread act of covering Jewishness ultimately contributes to marking this “slip- 
pery” blonde “more Jewish” than others who are easier to identify. 

Stereotyping based on both physical characteristics and material signifiers 
influenced Jews across the board, and it is not surprising that a blonde character 
who did not fit those stereotypes had the ability to trick the reader. In fact, decep- 
tive blonde female characters stood in the international limelight at this time, 
thereby reinforcing cultural and social distinctions based on women’s hair color. 
Also well known in Germany was American author Anita Loos’s Gentlemen 
Prefer Blondes (1925), about the ditzy, yet remarkably shrewd blonde, Lorelei 
Lee (later immortalized by Marilyn Monroe in the 1953 film).* One advertise- 
ment in the Berlin Gemeindeblatt for Kleinol Henna Shampoo used the German 
translation of Loos’s book title as an advertising slogan: Mdnner bevorziigen 
blond Alongside growing right-wing nationalism that privileged so-called 
“Aryan” coloring, blond became the dominant hair color shown in German mag- 
azines by the early 1930s.° Indeed, the performance of blondness as a means to 
appear “less Jewish” and “more German” became critical to the survival of many 
Jews who passed as non-Jews in Nazi Germany.’ 
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This chapter explores how antisemitic and other attacks—whether antici- 
pated or actual—affected Jewish relationships to visibility and modes of self- 
regulation during a time when concealing Jewishness was not a matter of life 
and death, but rather one of feeling safe, comfortable, and unashamed. Because 
outing people as Jewish, either without their permission or by calling attention 
to them in unwanted ways, had the potential to cause harm on a number of 
levels, accusations of Jewishness took different forms. Most obviously, anti- 
semitic attackers who targeted Jews and “Jewish-looking” people on the street 
participated in malicious attacks entangled with the act of publicly humiliating 
Jews. Consequently, many Jews aimed to protect themselves by remaining in- 
conspicuous in public. As violent incidents increased in frequency and sever- 
ity, Jewish institutions were established to come to the aid of Jews in distress. 
Even as some Jews took defensive measures, others engaged in forms of sur- 
veillance or self-policing—of “ethnic, racial, and sexual regulation” that chal- 
lenged the autonomy of the individual—to prevent Jews from inviting such 
attacks. In these cases, hostility was directed inward and Jews deployed ste- 
reotypes against each other, and particularly against Jewish women, ostensibly 
as a means of fending off more severe attacks. 

Stereotypes also were used as a means of identifying new people in resort 
towns. In Max Brod’s novel Jiidinnen (Jewesses, 1911), in which all characters 
are Jewish, one character is continually outed as an “Eastern” Jewish woman 
to underscore differences among Jews. Another novella set mainly in a resort 
town, Arthur Schnitzler’s Fräulein Else (1924), addresses Jewish visibility by 
way of a young woman who is made visible against her wishes. The chapter’s 
final section about the sometimes antisemitic treatment of women who are re- 
vealed to be Jewish examines two novels in which dancers are outed during 
surprise visits, as well as how Jewish beauty queens were received after their 
Jewishness came to light. Reflected in all of these examples, from historical 
events to literary representations, is an ongoing struggle for power between 
those who attempted to profit by exposing hidden Jewishness, and those who 
desired to remain unseen or to construct identity on their own terms.? 


Violence, Self-Defense, and Spilled Secrets 


Sporadic violent attacks against Jews were a harsh reality of life in Weimar 
Germany. The victims of such attacks included visible Jews and others who 
were identified as likely Jews. These attacks took place in both major cities 
(Berlin, Cologne, Breslau) and less populated areas, particularly—but not 


100 Passing Illusions 


exclusively—during the years of economic crisis toward the beginning and the 
end of the Weimar Republic.!° Examples of several major attacks in Berlin il- 
lustrate what was at stake for Jews who could be identified, as well as how 
Jewish communities responded. With the creation of a secret Jewish defense 
organization, a small group of Berlin Jews prepared to provide aid in part by 
remaining underground to avoid discovery. Yet this organization’s secret iden- 
tity was jeopardized when other Jewish organizations referenced it in their 
publications. Spilling the “secret” Jewishness of any person or group was thus 
potentially threatening, especially for an organization whose purpose was to 
defend against such acts. 

Attacks perpetrated against East European Jews in Germany are among 
the best known and least surprising antisemitic violence of this era. On No- 
vember 5 and 6, 1923, at the height of the economic crisis and hyperinflation, 
antisemitic agitators led mobs in a violent pogrom in Berlin. Jews with East 
European backgrounds constituted a majority of those assaulted. The mobs 
specifically targeted the Scheunenviertel district near Alexanderplatz, where 
they ransacked Jewish homes and Jewish-owned shops, and attacked and 
robbed “Jewish-looking” people including many street hawkers.!! For some, 
this pogrom signaled the end of a long history of successful Jewish assimila- 
tion.!? It also contributed to tensions between German Jews and East European 
Jews. In part due to feelings of shame, embarrassment, or even basic fears of 
the other or being seen as other, many Jews in Germany rejected the idea of the 
stereotypical Ostjude and, with it, the conspicuous attire of Eastern Jews." 

But not only East European Jews were targets of antisemitism on the 
streets of Berlin. As other Jews also became targets of random violent acts, the 
Jewish community developed new strategies for combating this violence. Sev- 
eral years after the Scheunenviertel riots, on Sunday, March 20, 1927, para- 
military SA men (the Brownshirts of the Nazi Party) assaulted pedestrians as- 
sumed to be Jewish in several locations in Berlin and Cologne. The violence in 
Berlin started with a National Socialist attack on Communists, first at Berlin’s 
Lichterfelde-Ost station and then on a train going to the centrally located 
Kurfiirstendamm. This wide boulevard—home to many famous cafés, cine- 
mas, and shops—had been the place to see and be seen in Berlin West since 
1900. A large number of Jewish businesses and organizations, too, maintained 
offices on or near the Kurfürstendamm, including the Reichsbund jüdischer 
Frontsoldaten and several K.C. fraternities.‘ Jewish economist Kurt Zielen- 
ziger (1890-1944) argued that the Kurfürstendamm itself served as a symbol 
of Jewish affluence and entrepreneurship. In antisemitic circles, it earned the 
moniker “Cohnfürstendamm.”'® As a preface to the 1927 attack, Joseph Goeb- 
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bels, as Gauleiter of Berlin, led a crowd of ten thousand in a demonstration at 
the nearby Wittenbergplatz; attacks against “Jewish-looking” people broke out 
in cafés on and near the Kurfürstendamm shortly thereafter.'” The C. V.-Zeitung’s 
report on this attack declared it “pogrom-like” and a sign of National Socialist 
terror.!® During the 1927 attack on this centrally located street, German police 
stood by and did not intervene while National Socialists violently beat Jews. 
Lack of police support during the 1927 attacks seems to have been one 
catalyst for the formation of a secretive group called the Jüdischer Abwehr- 
dienst (Jewish Defense Service), also known as the JAD.!? Members of the 
JAD supposedly rushed to help get things under control when, on September 
12, 1931, the first day of Rosh Hashanah, a number of Jews fell victim to an- 
other particularly violent evening attack on the Kurfürstendamm.” Several 
hundred National Socialists in plainclothes, whom observers at first took for 
harmless passersby because they wore neither uniforms nor badges, suddenly 
set upon Jews and “Jewish-looking” people walking along the Kurfürstendamm 
and in Café Reimann. Many had come directly from High Holy Day services 
at the FasanenstraBe and other nearby synagogues.”! The National Socialists 
used fists, clubs, sticks, and even more dangerous weapons to beat many Jews 
senseless. As journalist Max Reiner (1883-1944) noted, these victims were 
“recognizable in part because they were dressed in celebratory attire for the 
Jewish New Year.”?? In this case, the majority of people attacked did not neces- 
sarily possess embodied attributes associated with Jewishness, nor did they 
usually wear attire that marked them as distinctly Jewish in public. Rather, they 
simply donned holiday finery to attend religious services on one occasion. 
The secret Jewish Defense Service soon became embroiled in an inner- 
Jewish controversy about its own urgent need for invisibility when other Jew- 
ish groups indiscreetly brought it into the public eye. The nonpartisan JAD, 
which consisted of members from the union of Jewish war veterans (RjF) and 
from the Zionist sports organizations Makkabi and Bar Kochba, supposedly 
had 250 to 300 members in Berlin and maintained ties to the Berlin police. The 
JAD reportedly operated as an extralegal organization and kept no minutes of 
its meetings. Shortly after the 1931 Kurfürstendamm attacks, a debate ensued 
when Jewish newspapers outed the organization’s existence despite its wish for 
total secrecy. The RjF was charged with having called attention to the JAD’s 
existence in an article in Der Schild that referenced the precautionary “Surveil- 
lance and Intelligence Service” (Beobachtungs- und Nachrichtendienst) made 
up of RjF members and others.” This single reference resulted in a press feud 
in several Jewish newspapers.” In response, the JAD planned a meeting with 
members of the RjF and CV to put an end to the dispute, but members of the 
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RjF cancelled the meeting. On November 6, 1931, representatives of the JAD 
wrote an urgent letter to Berlin Jewish community leader Wilhelm Graetz 
(1879-1974), noting: “It is through these publications that we are most dam- 
aged, indeed downright endangered, and this is born of an abnormal amount of 
irresponsibility when the delicate question of Jewish self-protection is written 
about publicly.”? The authors of this letter threatened that the defense service 
would be forced to shut down if these organizations would not take responsi- 
bility for the harm they potentially had caused. 

Although it is not known whether printed references to this secret defense 
organization actually caused it to cease operations, the fact remains that the act 
of outing the organization, even to Jewish reading publics, was perceived as 
highly detrimental and damaging. The parameters of the Jewish public sphere 
provided a limited sense of security, but not enough to protect groups that 
hoped to shore up their reserves by remaining invisible. To be sure, the 
Kurfiirstendamm attacks and other violent incidents alarmed Weimar Jews and 
provided evidence of the pressing need for caution in public places, and for 
defense organizations that could take over when caution was not sufficient. It 
was likely in an attempt to assuage concerned readers’ fears of such dangers 
that the editors of Der Schild decided to spill the secrets of this small defense 
organization, which today exists as little more than a footnote in the history of 
German-Jewish organizations. The JAD argued that its desire for secrecy 
should win out over the need for public knowledge or transparency. For the 
JAD, it was strategic to err on the side of invisibility and to avoid being re- 
vealed in any form. The history of the JAD teaches us that the pursuit of se- 
crecy and invisibility was complicated by the spread of news and rumors, even 
in inner-Jewish publication contexts that targeted Jewish readers. Then, as to- 
day, the public dissemination of even the slightest indicator of a hidden identity 
could cause a media explosion and lead to discovery. 


Self-Discipline and the Policing of Women’s Conspicuous 
Jewelry and Attire 


Along with the fear of physical harm, the specter of the potential public hu- 
miliation that came with being outed closely informed how Jews in Weimar 
Germany interacted with one another and attempted to regulate the public im- 
age of Jews. Visibility factored heavily into the fear of harm; conspicuousness 
and obtrusiveness played a significant role in anxieties about humiliation. As 
Peter Gay has noted, German Jews in the 1920s did not hesitate to voice their 


Hostile Outings 103 


embarrassment at spectacles created by other Jews. Gay wrote that Jews had 
been taught for centuries to be inconspicuous by wearing only approved items 
and attending only certain events; he further observed that strong feelings 
about proper ways of appearing led to tensions within Jewish communities.”° 
German Jews certainly highlighted differences between themselves and Jews 
from Eastern Europe and sometimes held the latter responsible for Jewish pub- 
lic visibility. Self-policing within Weimar Jewish communities also often came 
with gendered dimensions. Women became prime targets of inner-Jewish ac- 
cusations and were charged with various forms of excess or accused of disloy- 
alty whenever their fashion choices reflected objectionable stereotypes. 

Within Jewish circles, whether women were at liberty to display luxury 
items including jewelry—which could be interpreted as indicators of 
Jewishness—was a matter of great contention.” Two liberal organizations, the 
RjF and the Centralverein, took it upon themselves to mandate the public be- 
havior of Jewish women. Whereas many of the German-Jewish men who be- 
longed to these organizations already had abandoned such public markers of 
religious observance as head coverings, prayer shawls, and other distinctive 
clothing, liberal women, in contrast, had been coded Jewish mainly through 
embodied characteristics and stereotypes about opulence and excess. Rarely 
did Jews (at least not Jews writing under their own names!) explicitly instruct 
women to change their hair color or alter their facial features in order to appear 
less Jewish. Instead, both men and women accused women of carelessly dis- 
playing Jewishness simply by wearing everyday items of great value or by 
following other extreme fashion trends. Attempts to regulate women’s fashions 
and overall appearance figured as a means of preventing non-Jews from iden- 
tifying and discriminating against women who supposedly made themselves 
and others in their proximity more visible.”® 

Highly conspicuous displays of wealth such as expensive clothing and 
jewelry were coded as Jewish within the German imagination long before the 
Weimar period.” Already in the early nineteenth century, antisemites such as 
Achim von Arnim specifically referenced jewelry in discussions of how to spot 
a Jewish woman.” Antisemitic and other caricatures contributed to the propa- 
gation of stereotypes about Jewish women as nouveaux riches or parvenus, 
suggesting they married for titles, wealth, and jewelry in particular.*! One car- 
icature from 1850, “The Expensive Jewelry,” which was published in the main- 
stream satire magazine Fliegende Blätter, accentuated stereotypes of opulence 
and intermarriage as an acculturation strategy.” It also exaggerated the sub- 
ject’s nose to make her look more stereotypically Jewish (see figure 14). Its 
caption read: “my wife, the baroness, wears her jewelry twice or maybe three 
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„Hören Sie, Baron, Ihre Frau Gemahlin trägt da einen Sömu, 
Fig. 14. “The Expen- wie id in Paris und London feinen jhöneren fab!” 


sive Jewelry,” carica- rn en fore ee Daron 
ture in Fliegende dreimal, und tof’ ihr allemal jedhzehnundert Gulden, wenn mer 
Blätter, 1850. net die Prozent fürs Capital, was ich hab’ gegeben für die Staner!“ 


times a year, and it costs her about 1,600 Gulden each time, if one considers the 
interest on the capital that I invested in the jewels!””? The word “baroness” 
referred to the practice of Jewish women marrying non-Jewish members of the 
nobility in order to improve their own social standing. This is but one example 
of how acculturated so-called Three-Day-Jews (Drei-Tage-Juden) who went to 
temple only a few times per year were targeted for displaying wealth on those 
occasions; it was common practice to wear one’s best or new clothes on the 
Jewish High Holidays.*4 

Similar caricatures that targeted the ways Jewish women flaunted wealth 
could be found the world over in the 1920s. One sensationalist Australian 
newspaper featured a woman dripping with jewelry; the caption played on the 
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word “jewelry” by way of a hyphen: “Jew-els.”*> Another cartoon from 1920 in 
the Berlin-based Jewish humor magazine, Schlemiel, blamed tensions between 
East European and German Jews on the alleged greed of bourgeois German- 
Jewish women. A small line of text that appeared above an image of two fash- 
ionably dressed women provided context by quoting from a recent newspaper 
notice: “To mitigate the housing shortage, the Ostjuden should be expelled.” 
The cartoon’s caption below read: “Just think, Lu, now that I have rented an 
eight-room apartment, I can invite two friends over at the same time.”** This 
cartoon attacked Jews who wished harm upon other Jews, suggesting that cer- 
tain German Jews wanted their East European counterparts out of Germany. At 
the same time, the caption subtly connected women’s bourgeois and suppos- 
edly self-indulgent entertaining practices to a general undercurrent of resent- 
ment directed at East European Jews. The cartoon thus reflected the sentiment 
that women in particular should be held accountable for desiring lavish sym- 
bols of wealth in excess of what they needed. It further conflated Jewish women 
with avarice, selfishness, and oppression of the (Jewish) other. 

Prominent Jewish figures also took aim at Jewish women for their con- 
sumerist impulses. For instance, Walther Rathenau’s pseudonymous “Hear, O 
Israel!” (1897) chided Jews for hiding the “strange and exotic beauty” of Jew- 
ish women under “bales of satin, clouds of lace, and nests of diamonds.” 
Following his assassination in 1922, Rathenau, the first German Jew to be 
elected to as high an official position as foreign minister, remained highly re- 
spected in the majority of Jewish communities.°® Despite the fact that Rathe- 
nau often castigated women, Jewish women’s magazines featured regular trib- 
utes to Rathenau and his ideas. In one passage reprinted in Die jiidische Frau 
in 1925, Rathenau cited the modern bourgeois division of labor—men as wage 
earners, women as household purchasers—as responsible for having created 
“one of the most unpleasant phenomena of our time: the Luxury Woman.” Here 
Rathenau further argued for the “condemnation of purchasable happiness, silly 
jewelry, and disdainful idleness.”*? Other Jewish organizations took a similar 
stance toward self-policing by claiming that successful ambiguity was contin- 
gent on both gender and subtlety of appearance. 

One of the most extreme examples of institutional self-policing among 
Weimar Jews was the self-discipline movement (Selbstzuchtaktion). In the 
early 1920s, members of the RjF instituted a widespread campaign with the 
goal of silencing, or at least quieting, supposedly excessive acts or displays of 
luxury by Jews that were considered objectionable or offensive. This included 
an attempt to suppress variety and cabaret performances by Jewish actors 
whose lowbrow jokes made Jews a public target.“ The Centralverein echoed 
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this sentiment by focusing on the acts of certain Jewish performers, as dis- 
cussed in chapter 2.4! In keeping with the mission of the self-discipline move- 
ment, publications of the RjF supported self-monitoring on a broader level and 
advocated for the adoption of a simple, unadorned style to avoid attracting 
unwanted attention. Many of its admonitions were vague and only obliquely 
referenced displays of wealth and other specifics of undesirable behavior. One 
leaflet proclaimed: “The RjF endorses strict self-discipline and simplicity in 
the conduct of one’s life!’*? Another contained the missive: “Out of the inns of 
gluttony! Away with the mad pursuit of pleasure! Down with the vain baubles! 
Back to simplicity and serious living!’ The values upheld here are the same 
ones championed by many conservative religious groups: simplicity, restraint, 
and, to some extent, self-effacement. However, they found little resonance 
among Jews who had become comfortable embracing success in the public 
eye. As historian Donald Niewyk has suggested, this campaign by Jewish war 
veterans was by far its most controversial method of combating antisemitism.** 

Though not directed only at women, such actions by the RjF were often 
framed in gendered terms that presumed women to be perpetrators of the 
“crimes” of opulence and ostentation. In fact, the first supplement to Der 
Schild contained a section allocated to Jewish women that included this mes- 
sage: “You all know that true refinement manifests itself best in plain garb, that 
ornate gaudiness is only a sign of uneducated taste, that everywhere a display 
of exterior belongings betrays the lack of inner wealth”® This passage threat- 
ened women that they would appear uneducated and emotionally impoverished 
if they wore anything that looked expensive or even decorative. Under the 
guise of protecting all Weimar Jews from the surrounding “world of hate,” the 
RjF honed in on women as potentially ostentatious and therefore culpable for 
being visibly Jewish. 

RjF member and attorney Adolph Asch (1881-1972) wrote in his mem- 
oirs of his involvement in a group that sought to discipline Jewish women by 
accusing them of behavior and attire that invited attacks. Not surprisingly, few 
others were as forthright about their participation in this movement. According 
to Asch (though contested by scholars), Asch was a founding member of the 
Berlin branch of the Self-Discipline Organization (Selbstzuchtorganisation), 
which issued explicit warnings to other Jews to avoid ostentation in public, and 
especially at sea resorts.*° In 1922, published pamphlets were distributed in 
synagogues around the holidays to remind congregants “to guard the dignity 
customary before and after the divine services on the High Holidays, and espe- 
cially to ask Jewish women to avoid all showy luxury in clothing and jew- 
elry.”* Asch wrote of the supposed success of these pamphlets: he described 
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how one wife of a moneylender took these warnings to heart and appeared at 
the second High Holy Day service wearing much less jewelry than at the first." 
Elsewhere Asch suggested that rabbis themselves distributed these pamphlets 
to their own congregants.” In this instance, religious observance became inter- 
twined with self-presentation and its connection to Jewishness. For Asch, pam- 
phlets about concealing Jewishness constituted a kind of religious lesson about 
women’s modesty. Having faced accusations of being a “hidden Jew” while in 
a student fraternity, Asch spent decades addressing the question of outward 
presentations of Jewishness.° In his telling, his own experiences led him to 
instruct others to cover allegedly obtrusive elements of Jewishness. Downplay- 
ing Jewishness, for Asch, was a way to obscure its stigma. 

The Centralverein’s quest to promote Jewish self-defense also included 
advocating for subtlety in general, including among Jewish women, though it 
did so more ambivalently than the RjF. The CV called for a deeper level of Jew- 
ish self-awareness already with its founding in 1893.5! During the Weimar pe- 
riod, this often took the form of notices or warnings in the CV newspaper. Like 
those published by the RjF, the CV’s notices framed admonitions as preemptive 
responses to possible antisemitic attacks or accusations. One contained a vague 
reminder by the Association of Rabbis in June 1922 that every individual was 
also a representative of the collective: “Judgment will be passed quickly on Jew- 
ish men and Jewish women, and will become a judgment against the Jews. On 
all of his paths, every one of us should remain conscious of the fact that the 
dignity of Jewry is entrusted to him, to his course of action, his speech and ac- 
tivities. . . . True refinement reveals itself in the simplicity, in the dignity of 
life’ The same key words used by the RjF also appeared in the C. V.-Zeitung, 
including “simplicity” or “plainness” (Schlichtheit), a thinly veiled reference to 
the pressure to be inconspicuous and to cover anything in violation of that goal. 
Likewise, “true refinement” (Vornehmheit) set a lofty behavioral and moral goal 
while implying the difficulty of reconciling displays of material wealth with 
such morals. Even the Association of Rabbis conveyed the urgency of remain- 
ing inoffensive and thus rendering oneself above the judgment of others. Ac- 
cording to this rationale, the mistakes of the individual reflected poorly on and 
could have consequences for the group as a whole, and thus no Jews had the 
right to incur this risk by behaving in an unbefitting manner. 

The president of the Centralverein, Ludwig Holländer (1877-1936), re- 
sponded to pressures for Jews to remain less noticeable by situating the issue 
of Jewish visibility in the context of the modern impulse to be seen as fashion- 
able. His oft-cited article, “Self-Dignity,” published on the front page of the 
C.V.-Zeitung on August 10, 1922, opened by citing the demands of the so- 
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called enemies of the Jews: “See to it that the Jews improve, that they don’t 
behave conspicuously, don’t flaunt, don’t haggle, that they display only humil- 
ity, and only then will we amend our judgment.” Hollander questioned this 
demand for invisibility among Jews, noting that non-Jews, too, were equally 
guilty of such showy behaviors. Hollander hypothesized that Jewish women’s 
“sense of beauty” might be in jeopardy if they were compelled to make drastic 
changes to their aesthetics. He posed additional difficult questions about Jew- 
ish visibility: “Should women stop putting on jewelry, should everything fash- 
ionable be banned? Where is the boundary? To be sure, it exists where the 
aesthetic sense is susceptible to being disturbed. But different eyes see differ- 
ently. Indeed, one should answer this question: “Where is the boundary of jew- 
elry, of striving toward a compliance with looking modern?” The word 
“modern” stood in for the concept of looking non-Jewish, of blending in with 
one’s forward-moving and upwardly mobile surroundings. On some levels, the 
desire to look modern meant acting in accordance with external pressures, in- 
cluding some that invited comparison with Jewish stereotypes. 

As spelled out in this text, the problem for Hollander lay not only in own- 
ing or wearing luxury objects but also in rebuking others—particularly 
women—for flaunting jewelry publicly. In a world of varied aesthetic sensi- 
bilities, Holländer hints that certain groups unfairly held others to unattainable 
standards. While famously acknowledging the perspective that “stepchildren 
must be doubly good,” Holländer ostensibly attempted to shift the emphasis 
from blaming Jews to encouraging them to elevate their sense of self-dignity. 
Yet by repeatedly echoing the words of his opponents, and by questioning 
them without refuting them, Hollander contributed to the growing campaign 
against conspicuous attire and luxurious modern fashions that coded women as 
Jewish. Both the Centralverein and the RjF focused on Jewish women in dis- 
cussions about concealing Jewishness. Just as women were considered to be 
more adaptable, and thus better able to pass, they also were held accountable 
for failing to do so. 

Conservative religious Jewish groups, too, actively criticized modern 
styles that followed mainstream trends and moved away from the traditional 
Jewish emphasis on distinctiveness. Precisely because they sometimes em- 
braced so-called “sinful” or luxurious modern styles, Jewish women remained 
more susceptible to criticism than their male counterparts. Rabbinic councils 
and others advocated for Jewish women to dress modestly and to eschew the 
latest styles by avoiding short skirts, revealing clothing, and high heels. That 
some women supposedly showed too much skin led the editors of the Orthodox 
paper Der Israelit to claim that these women were engaged in “thoughtless 
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mimicry of un-Jewish fashion.” Additionally, the editors encouraged Jewish 
women to reject modern, degenerate styles and to resist the temptation “to 
justify vanity ethically.” To combat this practice, Der Israelit supported recov- 
ering the ancient Jewish traditions of tznius, or modest dress. The editors ar- 
gued that only through modesty would the Jewish people become worthy of 
redemption.™ Again, the trope of mimicry described the behavior of those Jews 
who attempted to resemble non-Jews, or, in this case, those who adopted mod- 
ern fashions. Wearing so-called “modern” dress meant “looking non-Jewish,” 
which ran counter to the goals of some religious Jews. 

When Jewish women added their opinions to inner-Jewish debates about 
modern women’s fashions, they represented a variety of viewpoints. Some re- 
iterated the importance of cultivating external simplicity in order to focus on 
inner moral values, whereas others made a strong case for being permitted to 
take part in current German fashion trends, which were themselves political. 
The Jiidischer Frauenbund ran its own self-discipline campaign on behalf of 
simplicity. As Marion Kaplan has suggested, the Frauenbund, too, propagated 
negative images of Jewish women by cautioning women and girls to avoid os- 
tentation." In 1925, Else Fuchs-Hes (1889-1978), a member of the Frauen- 
bund and several other Jewish women’s organizations, argued in the Familien- 
blatt in favor of a similarly conservative perspective, namely that Jewish 
women needed to be true to themselves and could do so by resisting the super- 
lative clothing fashion of the day: skirts that were potentially too short, stock- 
ings that were too gaudy, heels that were too high, hair that was too short.” 
Doris Wittner, in contrast, took up the cause of liberal Jewish women, arguing 
that they should be granted the freedom to wear the latest fashions. Barring 
them from doing so, Wittner daringly claimed, would be tantamount to impos- 
ing Christian or antisemitic restrictions on Jewish expression.’ 

Toward the end of the Weimar period, however, most contributors empha- 
sized the drawbacks of being conspicuous as a Jew. Regina Isaacsohn, who 
edited Die jiidische Frau in the mid-1920s, later reaffirmed her belief that 
women needed to present Jewishness in a proud but inconspicuous manner. 
She argued in the Jiidisch-liberale Zeitung in 1931 that women were in a posi- 
tion to enlighten others and to prevent attacks through “self-disciplining,” 
which could take the form of quieting other Jews who exhibited embarrassing 
or objectionable behaviors. Isaacsohn wrote that she especially supported the 
act of “putting those co-religionists who make themselves unpleasantly notice- 
able in their place,” claiming it would be advantageous in all cases for Jews to 
monitor each other rather than to permit themselves to be policed by members 
of other religions or antisemites.** Immediately following the Kurfürstendamm 


110 Passing Illusions 


attacks in September 1931, CV representative Alfred Wiener asked Rabbi Leo 
Baeck to respond to accusations that “tactless” Jewish women wearing con- 
spicuous jewelry and furs had provoked the attacks. Baeck’s short text on the 
front page of the C.V.-Zeitung again reminded readers of the need to embrace 
“simplicity and genuineness” in the face of “crudeness (Rohheit).”°? Another 
article by Isaacsohn in Der Schild in November 1931 added a “woman’s voice” 
to the RjF’s ongoing discussion about self-presentation: “At every time, but 
especially at present, it is important to bring into public view opportunities that 
demonstrate that—and how—every Jewish person can contribute to weakening 
the amount and intensity of antisemitism.”® Concerns about being publicly 
outed, policed, or attacked by others led many Jews to support inner-Jewish 
regulation of displays of ostentation or anything coded Jewish, which operated 
both within and counter to the broader historical framework of the surveillance 
of Jews by other regulatory bodies.*! 


Deciphering Jewish Difference in Resort Towns 


The spa vacation towns located in southern Germany, Austria, Switzerland, 
Italy, and what was then Bohemia or Czechoslovakia provided particularly fer- 
tile ground for encounters between unknown entities. These towns were fre- 
quented by a growing number of middle-class Jewish visitors in the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries.© Since only people who were relatively 
well off could afford to travel to a distant resort town in another country, trips 
to spa towns were themselves demonstrations of some degree of wealth. Un- 
like in their hometowns or neighborhoods, where many people already knew 
which families were Jewish, resort towns took Jewish populations out of con- 
text and placed them into new situations where coming out as Jewish was often 
necessary. Many people, like the blonde in the anecdote at the beginning of this 
chapter, carefully controlled information about their Jewishness in order to 
avoid antisemitic responses. Others, like the brunette, had no trouble being 
readable as Jewish from the outset. But the ability to out oneself in such a re- 
sort setting was limited by others who sought to differentiate between resort 
town guests. In these settings, observers were faced with the task of “telling the 
difference” between Jew and non-Jew, as well as Western and Eastern Jews; 
these distinctions were not always readily apparent and were sometimes in- 
vented.® In spa territory, as elsewhere, Jewish guests took steps to avoid being 
outed by others or inviting negative attention, while still making themselves 
recognizable to those who wanted to find other Jews. 


Hostile Outings III 


Because most spa towns were relatively small and not always inclusive, 
the knowledge that someone was Jewish could spread quickly and serve as ei- 
ther a liability or an asset. Attracting unwanted attention—often understood 
within the context of “resort antisemitism” (Bdder-Antisemitismus)—in such 
resorts was fairly common; a good amount of the self-policing that occurred 
within Jewish communities aimed to prevent wealthy or well-off spa guests 
from being too conspicuous. Other locations within Germany offered fresh air 
and rejuvenation and were more easily accessible to middle-class Germans, 
though northern islands such as Borkum were known hotbeds of antisemi- 
tism.°* Within small towns, just as in urban settings, clothing, jewelry, and 
noisy behavior were faulted with making Jews identifiable as such. Whereas 
women were accused of dressing ostentatiously and wearing too much jewelry, 
men were held responsible for being too loud. Both men and women were en- 
couraged to practice “genteel restraint” (vornehme Zurückhaltung) while out 
in public on their vacations.‘ In certain cases, public knowledge that a profes- 
sional was Jewish proved advantageous. For example, Lotte Hirschberg re- 
called that her husband, Josef Hirschberg, was hired to fill a position in the 
Silesian bathing town Altheide because of the town’s desperate need for a Jew- 
ish doctor. Because Hirschberg was the only Jewish doctor, all of the Jewish 
spa guests sought him out, and the family prospered there until his practice was 
boycotted in April 1933. 

In many instances, the contained spaces of spa towns gave rise to a di- 
chotomy between “us” and “them,” a sense of wanting to belong that was at 
odds with suspicions about the potentially hostile other. Historian Mirjam 
Zadoff, in her book Next Year in Marienbad: The Lost Worlds of Jewish Spa 
Culture (2012), describes the ritual of sizing up other visitors while walking 
through a resort town: “Observers on the promenades were avidly engaged in 
“decoding the body,’ seeking to deduce from the appearance and habitus of the 
person confronting them something about his or her character.” Zadoff further 
describes how Kafka, who wrote of his love for several Czech spa towns in 
1916, nevertheless felt as if he were “a Chinese” going home when he visited 
these places, a possible allusion to the fact that Jews sometimes were perceived 
as foreigners even in their hometowns.” It was not unusual for guests to spend 
a considerable amount of time on the promenades in these towns. Some fami- 
lies who visited spa towns had photos taken there on every visit; figure 15 
shows one such family, the Esbergs, in Marienbad in 1928. 

Non-Jews and Jews were not the only two groups that evaluated each 
other while walking in resort towns; “Western” and “Eastern” Jews also en- 
gaged in such practices.°* The tensions that arose between Western and Eastern 
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Fig. 15. Esberg family vacationing in Marienbad, 1928. (Courtesy of the 
Leo Baeck Institute, New York, Marianne Steiner Collection.) 


Jews were portrayed in the form of various fictional encounters in several Yid- 
dish novels about these spas. Israel J. Singer’s novel, The Brothers Ashkenazi 
(1936), tells of a Jewish man from Lodz, Poland, who put on his high silk top 
hat at the Austro-Hungarian border so as not to embarrass his wife in front of 
the Germans. In Sholem Aleichem’s satirical epistolary novel, Marienbad 
(1917), many supposedly pious young women ceased to wear their traditional 
wigs once in Marienbad.‘ These and other literary examples speak to the ways 
spa towns provided a space for performing Jewish identity differently. New or 
no head coverings coded their wearers as more or less Jewish or Eastern, or 
both: the use of a top hat made the Polish Jew appear more German, and the 
removal of a wig made a religious woman appear less visibly Orthodox. Such 
performances also helped people to avoid detection by others who might out 
them as Jewish. 

Other literary works, such as Max Brod’s novel Jüdinnen (1911), offer a 
potent reflection of how Jews interacted with and even maliciously outed one 
another in a resort town setting. Brod, best known not for his own writings but 
rather as Kafka’s friend and editor, published several popular literary works 
with Jewish themes both before and during the Weimar period. Jüdinnen was his 
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first novel on a Jewish topic. Despite being based in Prague, Brod regularly 
contributed to Jewish and mainstream periodicals in Germany and was arguably 
an important intellectual figure in Weimar culture.”° In the 1910s, Brod became 
an avid Zionist who shared many of Buber’s Zionist ideals.’”' His writings 
served as a forerunner for debates that later unfolded in Jewish and especially 
Zionist periodicals about different types of Jewish women.” In fact, Jiidinnen 
was extremely successful and was reprinted four times within five weeks of its 
publication in 1911, and at least 25,000 copies were published by 1922 in mul- 
tiple print runs. Excerpts also appeared in several mainstream periodicals, sug- 
gesting that the text found its way into popular culture and was a talking point 
in many different circles, including during the early Weimar years.” 

Setting Jiidinnen in Teplitz, a fashionable health resort and spa town 
northwest of Prague, enabled Brod to focus on the tensions that accompanied 
public displays of Jewishness and divergent political positions within Jewish 
communities. Located not far from the Czech-German border, Teplitz was 
known for catering to a largely Jewish population of summer guests. The town 
served as a vacation destination among the German-speaking Jewish bourgeoi- 
sie beginning in the late eighteenth century, and over 10,000 Jewish guests 
spent time recovering in Teplitz’s thermal baths between 1836 and 1932.” 
Within the novel, all of the central characters are Jewish, and Jews thus play a 
wide range of oppositional roles, from liberal to anti-Zionist and self-hating.”> 
Characters do not come out as Jewish, but rather as more in line with Western 
or Eastern Jewish types. 

In Jiidinnen, the 17-year-old male protagonist, Hugo Rosenthal, who re- 
mains politically aloof and whom some scholars read as representative of Brod 
himself, observes Olga Großlicht transform from a girl into a young lady from 
one summer to the next. Olga’s origins in the Bohemian town Kolin mark her 
as a variant of the “spiritually superior” Eastern Jewish woman.’® Hugo com- 
ments on the way in which “her thick black hair, her strong nose, her large 
juicy mouth . . . only appeared to enhance the expression of worry that lay in 
her eyes.””” Through the eyes of Hugo, Brod biases readers in favor of Olga’s 
open displays of Jewishness by way of her stereotypically Eastern coloring and 
demeanor. Olga represents the healthy, athletic country girl in contrast to the 
sickly city girl, Irene Popper.’* As a counterpart to Olga (who Irene assumes 
speaks Yiddish), the light-haired and gray-eyed Irene represents a vilified lib- 
eral who easily passes for a non-Jew. Irene, the coddled offspring of a mother 
who plays the marriage market on behalf of her children, engages in “Western 
behavior” and represents the Western Jewish women whose lives revolve 
around external appearances. 
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In the penultimate chapter of the novel, the conflict between Irene and 
Olga reaches its culmination when Irene initiates an abusive game designed to 
publicly humiliate people by exposing how others perceive them. The game, 
“Rudeness (Grobheiten),” a kind of public “roast,” invites participants to com- 
ment anonymously on one person who steps away; this person then returns and 
is required to respond to the written insults. Nußbaum, the first subject of the 
game, is accused of being a conceited, inveterate bachelor. Olga is pronounced 
someone who is “beautiful,” “often knows more than she lets on,” and who 
“chases after all the men.””? The reader is left to assume that the last remark, 
which enrages Olga, was maliciously made by Irene in order to embarrass her 
adversary. In the act of exposing Olga’s weaknesses, Irene instead brings to 
light the fact that others perceive her favorably, which is in keeping with her 
image as a stereotypical Eastern Jewish woman, here and elsewhere idealized 
by Brod. Hugo and others deem Olga’s supposed identifiability and transpar- 
ency both desirable and aesthetically pleasing. Within a small resort town set- 
ting where everyone was Jewish, it was not Jewishness that remained to be 
exposed, but rather the different Jewish types and what they revealed about 
Jewish culture.®° 

Another well-known literary work with a resort town backdrop, Arthur 
Schnitzler’s Fräulein Else (1924), closely analyzed the power dynamics of vis- 
ibility at play within a Jewish family and its social circles. In Schnitzler’s no- 
vella, which is set around 1900 but reflects the financial anxieties of the 1920s, 
19-year-old Else T. travels with her cousin Paul to the Italian resort town of San 
Martino di Castrozza, in the Dolomites. Narrated through Else’s inner mono- 
logue, much of the story takes place at a grand hotel there.°! Else also ex- 
changes numerous letters and telegrams with her parents back in Vienna. Al- 
though the word Jew appears nowhere in the novella’s pages—itself an act of 
covering—Else grapples with a physical appearance that, despite being under 
constant scrutiny by others, does not reveal her Jewishness.®? The daughter of 
a wealthy Viennese attorney, Else exists in a world where it is generally known 
that she and her family are Jewish but nonetheless are relatively accepted as 
affluent members of society. 

Else is conflicted about her ability to pass; she passes without trying, 
though she corrects for misperceptions only in her thoughts. She subtly refer- 
ences her own Jewishness once, in the context of an inner monologue prompted 
by an encounter with Herr von Dorsday, an art dealer and family friend. In 
Else’s view, Dorsday’s attempts to seem refined are unable to disguise his East- 
ern Jewish origins:®° 
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No, Herr Dorsday, I’m not taken in by your smartness and your monocle 
and your title. You might just as well deal in old clothes as in old pictures. 
— But, Else, Else, what are you thinking of? — Oh, I can permit myself a 
remark like that. Nobody notices it in me. I’m positively blonde, a reddish 
blonde, and Rudi looks like a regular aristocrat. Certainly one can notice 
it at once in Mother, at any rate in her speech, but not at all in Father. For 
that matter, let people notice it. I don’t deny it, and I’m sure Rudi doesn’t.** 


In this case, Jewishness exists between the lines as a pointed, if ambivalent “it,” 
though it clearly informs Else’s perception of how the world views her and her 
brother, Rudi.® She is careful not to disavow Jewishness even as she avoids 
mentioning it explicitly, though she can’t help but condescend to Jews with 
Eastern origins and false titles of nobility. The character of Else is a product of 
her time: instead of seeking only to blend in, she claims not to be opposed to 
Jewish visibility, yet Jewish conspicuousness remains something to be avoided. 
Given the confines of the familial and societal structures that surround her, a 
nominal desire for both (Jewish) visibility and empowerment as a young 
woman proves paradoxical. 

Fraulein Else’s ultimate suicide inserts Else into a legacy of Jewish female 
characters who suffer as a result of their visibility or lack thereof. Like the 
mother in Jakob Loewenberg’s drama discussed in chapter 4, Else’s physical 
appearance and blondness obscure her recognizability as a Jew and imbue her 
with a kind of social fluidity. Notably, the 1929 silent film based on Schnit- 
zler’s novella (set not in Italy but in St. Moritz, Switzerland) starred dark- 
haired actress Elisabeth Bergner in the role of Else. Bergner replaced Else’s 
blonde invisibility with a character more likely to be perceived as Jewish, par- 
ticularly in light of Bergner’s own Jewish background (see figure 16).°° 

But, visible or not, Else’s Jewishness only compounds her vulnerability as 
a woman. It is during the shameful moment when she is first instructed by her 
bankrupt parents to seek financial assistance from Dorsday that she under- 
scores their mutual Jewishness. Whereas Else views Dorsday as someone who 
cannot evade his connections to Jews who trade in used textiles (“you might 
just as well deal in old clothes”)—a jab at poor East European Jewish immi- 
grants and others who eked out an existence as street peddlers—her conclusion 
is that her cosmopolitan, middle-class Viennese background and her appear- 
ance elevate her to a status above his parvenu opulence. Earlier in the novella, 
Else notes: “But I don’t like him. He’s a social climber. What good does your 
first-class tailor do you, Herr von Dorsday? Dorsday! I’m sure your name used 
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Fig. 16. Elisabeth Bergner in Fräulein Else (Czinner, 1929). (Courtesy of 
Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.) 


to be something else.”?’ In fact, both his name and attempts at self-fashioning 
suggest to Else that Dorsday has tried too hard to conceal his origins in order 
to fit into mainstream society. The act of going to great lengths to cover Jewish- 
ness ironically makes it easier to spot. Else’s ambiguousness, in contrast, is 
achieved effortlessly, though ultimately has more damaging effects. Again it is 
the Jewish woman who struggles with articulating her visibility, whereas the 
Jewish man cannot avoid it. 

Unlike other female characters who passed or converted and thereby 
caused the deaths of loved ones, Fraulein Else turns the situation on herself. 
Taken by Dorsday for a powerless young woman who would be willing to 
reveal herself to him fully—that is, show herself in the nude, as per his 
request—she opts to terminate this moment of sexualized hypervisibility and 
removes herself from the situation by way of suicide. Dorsday’s request to 
see Else’s uncovered body in exchange for a huge sum of money renders her 
vulnerable through precisely that which she previously had managed to 
avoid: being seen in ways that made her uncomfortable. Her predicament 
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focuses the reader’s attention on the male observer’s attempt to police the 
female body. Accustomed to being able to pass, or at least to remain gener- 
ally inconspicuous, Else is unprepared for the moment when her naked body 
becomes the object of the male gaze. Her resistance to being outed, though it 
comes too late to spare her this indignity, takes the form of a drive toward 
invisibility through her own absence. 

In their literary depictions of Jewish life in resort towns, Brod and Schnit- 
zler alluded to the tensions and pressure inherent in public encounters with 
unknown others. Interactions between Jews, even when the different parties 
already knew each other to be Jewish, were complicated by inner-Jewish po- 
litical tensions, competitiveness, financial troubles, and gendered power dy- 
namics. Scenarios in which some Jews made others still more visible and, in 
the cases of Jüdinnen and Fräulein Else, also publicly humiliated them, served 
as reflections of the impulse to get ahead by portraying someone else in a 
negative light. References to Jewishness were but one piece of the equation. 
Other components—Eastern Jewish affiliations, family ties, and local 
networks—all became fodder for a system that privileged those who were will- 
ing to expose others to gain the upper hand. 


Women’s Careers Interrupted: Of Dancers 
and Beauty Queens 


Whereas some women were advised to make themselves or their bodies incon- 
spicuous, those whose physical appearances were tied to their professional en- 
deavors, including professional dancers and beauty queens, had no choice but 
to put them on display. Female performers frequently starred in cabaret and 
revue acts in Weimar Germany. Take, for example, Josephine Baker and the 
Tiller Girls, who visited Berlin; or Marlene Dietrich’s risqué song and dance 
performances as Lola Lola in the film Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel; von 
Sternberg, 1930).8° But the women who achieved the greatest success as caba- 
ret dancers or as beauty queens were generally not known to be Jewish; in fact, 
when their Jewishness became known, it caused serious backlash. This section 
examines two literary works from the beginning and end of the Weimar era— 
Clementine Krämer’s Esther (1920) and Ruth Landshoff-Yorck’s Roman einer 
Tänzerin (Novel of a Dancer, 1933)—in which dancers were outed as Jewish 
by the arrival of relatives or others, as well as historical instances in which 
beauty queens became antisemitic targets once their Jewishness was uncov- 
ered.® In these cases, the surprise of suddenly learning about the Jewishness of 
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a person presumed to be non-Jewish served as a catalyst for uncharitable gos- 
sip, slander, and even violence. 

A lesser-known novel, Krämer’s Esther tells of the transformation of a 
girl from a provincial Judendorf (the fictional, predominantly Jewish village of 
Haiderstadt) into a cosmopolitan dancer who lives in Munich and also per- 
forms in Berlin.” It thus anticipated several literary works of the New Objec- 
tivity (Neue Sachlichkeit), a German cultural movement in the late 1920s that 
emphasized realistic, concrete scenarios using straightforward language and 
imagery. Such novels as Vicki Baum’s Menschen im Hotel (Grand Hotel, 1929) 
and Irmgard Keun’s Das kunstseidene Mädchen (The Artificial Silk Girl, 1932) 
featured similar tales of girls from the provinces who took on what was per- 
ceived to be morally compromising work in the modern metropolis, such as 
cabaret dancing, modeling, or, in a more extreme form, prostitution.?! 

However, Krämer’s Esther differed from other works of Weimar popular 
culture in that it was published exclusively for Jewish readers. Esther only ever 
appeared in serialized installments in two leading weekly Jewish newspapers, 
through which it might have reached as much as 20 percent of the potential 
Jewish market: first in the Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums (Universal Jew- 
ish Newspaper), and then under the title Die Tänzerin (The Dancer) in the Zs- 
raelitisches Familienblatt, both in 1920.” It is likely that the editors of the 
Familienblatt changed the title either to advertise its plotline about a female 
dancer or to enhance its appeal to an audience further removed from religious 
Judaism (the title Esther invoked the biblical book of Esther). Although it 
likely found few readers outside of Jewish circles, Esther, as a rare novel that 
appeared in two different widely circulated Jewish newspapers, contributed 
significantly to the body of German-language serialized literature by Jews and 
for Jews that had been in place since the 1830s, as Jonathan Hess and Jonathan 
Skolnik have documented.?* 

Clementine Krämer (1873-1942, born Clementine Sophie Cahnmann) 
spent much of her childhood in rural areas in southern Germany, near Alsace 
and in the Black Forest.” Like the protagonist of Esther, Krämer relocated to 
Munich, where she became active in social work for the organization B’nai 
B’rith. She taught German language and literature courses to girls from Gali- 
cia, Rumania, and Russia. A founding member of the Munich branch of the 
Jüdischer Frauenbund, Krämer was also an activist for the Jewish feminist and 
pacifist movements, and for liberal Judaism. Additionally, she was a prolific 
journalist who published dozens of articles, stories, and vignettes in general 
and Jewish periodicals. Elizabeth Loentz has noted that Krämer carefully re- 
served stories about Jewish issues and identifiably Jewish characters for Jewish 
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publication; this was typical for Jewish women journalists of the period.” 
When Krämer’s husband’s banking firm collapsed in 1929, her career as a 
writer came to an end, and she worked as a saleswoman in a Munich textile 
store until the late 1930s. Her attempts to leave Germany failed, and in 1942 
she was deported to Theresienstadt, where she perished.” 

Kramer found greater success writing for Jewish audiences than for gen- 
eral publication spheres.” It is likely that Esther found favor in part because it 
bridged the gap between classic Jewish literature and German popular culture 
of the 1920s. As in other works of modern German-Jewish literature, Krämer’s 
glossed Yiddish and Hebrew terms translated Jewish concepts as well as Sab- 
bath and holiday traditions for acculturated readers. She thereby instructed her 
readers to remain close to the Jewish people even when faced with modern 
distractions. Yet, at the same time, Krämer paradoxically introduced into Jew- 
ish literary circles the notion of an exemplary modern woman who temporarily 
sublimated her Jewish identity to become a cabaret star. Like her biblical 
namesake, Krämer’s Esther adapts and passes for a non-Jewish woman; her 
beauty and glamorous exterior elevate her social status.” Through its inclusion 
of tropes drawn from both the Bible and contemporary culture—from the pro- 
cess of outing oneself as Jewish, to the antisemitic responses this could elicit— 
Krämer’s work implicitly treats the intersections of religious affiliation and 
disavowal, adherents to traditional and popular belief systems, and reciprocal 
relations between German and Jewish modernities. 

But Esther is also a Jewish Bildungsroman about coming of age and trans- 
formations with respect to Jewish identity. Young Esther Stein’s upbringing in 
Haiderstadt is fairly traditional, though tensions regarding acculturation have 
begun to permeate its culture. Esther’s father, who wants her to have the free- 
dom to choose her own husband, passes away when she is 16. When a shrewd 
businessman, Liepmann Schuhrmann, subsequently asks to marry her, Esther 
leaves at the urging of a cousin, who points out that her options are to marry or 
find a more promising future for herself. The bohemian world of the city pres- 
ents Esther with a number of challenges, and she solicits help from non-Jews 
to acclimate to Munich and find work as a dancer. Despite her talent for danc- 
ing, which she first discovers at a Jewish wedding, she has no formal training. 
The prima ballerina does not deem Esther’s skills sufficiently impressive for 
her to train with the ballet, and Esther must find her way by dancing at the 
Körbchen Cabaret. Walter Grünerz, the cabaret’s non-Jewish pianist, becomes 
a fixture in her life, though she ends their relationship to win the affection of 
Peter Pattendorff, an educated bourgeois citizen of Jewish heritage. A brilliant 
literary scholar, Peter lectures on Goethe and the modern period; when Peter 
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meets Esther, he is writing a pamphlet titled “Modern Judaism.” From Peter, 
Esther learns how to become modern without abandoning Jewishness, though 
she still views herself as a parvenu of the worst kind.!°° 

In its manipulation of Jewish tropes, Krämer’s narrative style follows the 
same trajectory as Esther’s religious and cultural transformation. Whereas the 
beginning of the novel is filled with descriptions of Jewish rituals and glossed 
Germanized versions of Yiddish and Hebrew terms (for example: Kalle and 
Choson for bride and groom; Chein, a Yiddish word meaning kindness, grace, 
and charm; and a line from a Sabbath prayer), these traces of Jewish culture are 
later supplanted by mainstream topics.'°'! Once Esther relocates to Munich, 
superstition and secular learning take over the role previously played by Jew- 
ishness. Jewish references reappear when Esther interacts with people from her 
village, such as when the Haiderstadt rabbi visits and pleads with her to return 
home, reminding her that the name Esther was conveyed to the honorable bib- 
lical queen only after she married King Ahasuerus. Like the biblical Esther, 
Esther Stein no longer represents innocence because she is willing to put her- 
self and her beauty on display. According to the rabbi, she is considered in 
Haiderstadt to be a fallen woman, a kind of “prodigal daughter.” Esther’s stage 
name, “‘Sterstein,’ plays on the meaning of her first name in Hebrew (star; 
Stern in German) while simultaneously covering her Jewishness. This new 
name also masks Esther’s Jewishness within the world of the novel: Peter, like 
King Ahasuerus, is later surprised to learn that behind this ambiguous exterior 
is a Jewish girl.! 

As a cabaret dancer, Esther Stein generally operates outside of Jewish 
circles. It takes a public appearance by someone from her past to out her as 
Jewish and put her Jewishness in the spotlight.! Soon after the rabbi’s visit, 
Liepmann Schuhrmann makes an unwelcome appearance during one of Es- 
ther’s performances. He hurls insults at the stage and calls her a whore; a media 
scandal promptly ensues, which also serves as publicity for Esther’s act: 


Already the next morning, the following headlines appear in the newspa- 
per: “Scandal in Cabaret,’ “Roosters in the Basket (Kérbchen),” “The 
Diva and her Lovers.” Even the antisemitic paper says: “It cannot be de- 
nied that this Star from Zion (or just from Przemysl?) with a bitter, one 
almost could say awkward charm, perhaps is destined to blaze new trails 
for the art of dancing.” And so on in this way.! 


Of the different newspapers covering this incident, only the antisemitic paper 
references Esther’s Jewishness, with a jab at the East European Jewish origins 
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of many such dancers. Krämer’s readers, of course, were in on the many secrets 
of Esther’s private life; they could imagine the shame Esther experienced upon 
being targeted as a female cabaret dancer, and a Jewish dancer at that.!® More- 
over, readers of the Weimar Jewish press would have been intimately familiar 
with Esther’s struggle to acculturate, and some could have sympathized with 
Esther’s need to pass in order to distance herself from her Jewish background. 
That a man from Esther’s past arrives and draws public attention to her Jewish- 
ness underscores the ambiguousness of female characters made visible only 
through their relationships to Jewish men. 

After years of sublimating her Jewishness to her career as a dancer, Esther 
rediscovers a connection to Jewishness through her relationship to Peter. She 
embraces—and perhaps co-opts—the titles given to her by the antisemitic pa- 
pers, including “Star from Zion” and “Salome from Yerushalayim (Jerusa- 
lem).” She moves from confessing her Jewishness to confessing her personal 
indiscretions, stating: “Because the most difficult thing still remains to be said: 
Despite the fact that I, as I’ve told you, was not chosen to be an artist, I’ve 
nevertheless led the life of a dancer.”'” Krämer’s use of the word chosen (aus- 
erwählt) invites a comparison with “the chosen people.” Whereas Esther is not 
destined to be a dancer of the highest caliber, she still can reconcile her mem- 
bership in a different elite group with her profession of choice. The novel Es- 
ther/Die Tänzerin thus culminates in a plea aimed at German-Jewish readers 
on behalf of the modern woman, a forerunner of the New Woman, who seeks a 
number of freedoms: to escape the gendered confines of convention (including 
many religious traditions), to choose her own partners, to practice a controver- 
sial profession, and to disclose information about herself at will. Krämer’s pro- 
tagonist does not seek to evade Jewish laws and traditions entirely, but rather 
renders herself ambiguous such that she may control when Jewishness be- 
comes relevant. The modern Esther-figure, like the biblical queen, avails her- 
self of a number of strategies to negotiate successfully the intersections of Jew- 
ish and mainstream worlds. 

Ruth Landshoff- Yorck’s Roman einer Tänzerin, which was penned in the 
final years of the Weimar Republic but first published many decades later, in 
2002, describes a strikingly similar situation in which a dancer is outed as Jew- 
ish against her will by the arrival of an overtly Jewish figure from her past. This 
roman 4 clef, a fictional work with thinly veiled references to “real life” fig- 
ures, barely disguised its representation of dancer Lena Amsel (1898-1929) in 
the form of protagonist Lena Vogel. (In German, Amsel means blackbird, and 
Vogel simply means bird.) In addition to knowing Amsel personally, Landshoff- 
Yorck also shared a lover (Karl Vollmoeller) with her. In fact, Amsel, the 
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daughter of a Jewish manufacturer from Lodz who made her career in Berlin, 
Vienna, and Paris, was widely known for her numerous lovers and husbands 
and for her famous death in a Bugatti car race in 1929. Weimar authors from 
Annemarie Schwarzenbach to Klaus Mann referenced Lena Amsel and even 
her Jewish background in their works from this period.!”” However, neither 
Lena Amsel nor Ruth Landshoff-Yorck widely publicized their connections to 
Jewishness or maintained strong ties to Jewish communities prior to 1933.'% 

Ruth Landshoff- Yorck (1904-66, born Ruth Levy) was born and raised in 
Berlin; she used the last name of her mother, Else Landshoff, until she married 
David Yorck von Wartenburg in 1932.! Her uncle, publishing magnate Sam- 
uel Fischer, introduced her to an array of prominent literary and cultural fig- 
ures. She studied acting with Max Reinhardt and debuted as an actress in the 
Expressionist vampire film, Nosferatu (Murnau, 1922).'!° Celebrated for her 
love of motorcycles, fast cars, and bobbed hair, she also became known in 
mainstream Weimar circles as a journalist who published in the Berliner Illus- 
trirte Zeitung and Die Dame. Landshoff- Yorck’s first novel, Die vielen und der 
Eine (The Many and the One), appeared with Ernst Rowohlt Verlag in 1930; it, 
too, included a brief reference to Lena Amsel.'!! In early 1933, Landshoff- 
Yorck received and reviewed a proof of her completed book, Roman einer 
Tänzerin, which Rowohlt had planned to print under the modified title, Leben 
einer Tänzerin (Life of a Dancer). Literary scholar Walter Fähnders has sug- 
gested that her handwritten marks on the proofs imply a desire to publish the 
book “at the last minute” despite the changing conditions for Jews in Germany 
and the growing need to be inconspicuous. Her planned changes consisted of 
eliminating the words “Jew” and “Jewish” in several instances—for example, 
“good Jewish God” would become “good God”; “little Jewish girl (Judenmäd- 
chen)” would be “little girl”—as well as deleting all passages referencing Jew- 
ish holidays such as Passover.!!? 

The editorial alterations made by Landshoff- Yorck in 1933 paralleled the 
actions of her protagonist, Lena Vogel, to remain inconspicuous as a Jew de- 
spite her Jewish upbringing in Poland. Landshoff-Yorck nevertheless coded 
her character Jewish from the first pages of the novel. Lena Vogel supposedly 
had herself baptized in order to marry one of her lovers, though it was unclear 
which one she would marry at the time; her “hard dark hair surrounded her 
wide face like a cloud” during a performance. Landshoff-Yorck describes Lena 
Vogel’s career as follows: “Dancing was in any case already a pretext, though 
for what was not obvious.”!!? Though Lena’s Polish origins and foreignness are 
no secret, it is not until her Uncle Fränkel from Lodz arrives and interrupts her 
at work in the Viennese Tabarin revue theater that her connections to Jewish- 
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ness become explicit: “The man... was a small, nimble Eastern Jew in a caf- 
tan, with carefully twisted sidelocks. Cerni immediately thought of Lena’s 
practice of brushing her tightly curled hair (ihre straffen krausen Haare) around 
a curling stick in the evenings. She now looked astounded.” Lena’s uncle’s 
peyes invite a comparison with the texture of her own dark hair, and his pres- 
ence prompts her to acknowledge her Jewishness by associating with him in 
public. She performs the role of his niece happily and conspicuously: “She was 
apparently less concerned with proclaiming her pride in her Jewishness than 
her pride in the fact that she dared to proclaim her Jewishness as the wife of 
one, no, several aristocrats, as the girlfriend of many.”!'* Lena Vogel’s own 
personal and professional successes took precedence over the rules of the East- 
ern world from which she came. 

The arrival of Lena Vogel’s uncle outs her as Jewish in a public setting and 
thereby exposes her as someone who successfully covered Jewishness in order 
to be accepted within mainstream culture. Soon after, she breaks from her hus- 
band, who is surprised to learn that she previously had kept such company; her 
identity as “a little Jewish girl from Lodz” was not one that he had been forced 
to confront.!!5 In both Krämer’s Esther and Landshoff-Yorck’s Roman einer 
Tänzerin, neither of which reached mainstream Weimar readers, two dancers 
are able to leave their Jewishness in the past until it comes back to haunt them. 
The two protagonists were not openly acknowledged as Jews, but rather were 
marked as such only by the overt Jewishness of male relatives from a German- 
Jewish village and Lodz, Poland. The humiliation experienced by Esther Stein, 
and the shock and subsequent personal troubles of Lena Vogel, suggest that 
such acts of outing women as Jewish were neither welcome nor constructive. 


The two Central European Jewish women who were crowned as both national 
and international beauty queens in 1929—and who also were outed as Jewish 
due to this success—exemplified the aesthetic values promoted by those who 
engaged in self-policing in the German-Jewish press. They were restrained, 
elegant, and not particularly visible as Jews. Specifically, they did not look 
stereotypically Jewish. Both had fairly light coloring and light brown or blond- 
ish hair. To the general public, Erzsébet “Böske” Simon (Miss Hungary, 1909- 
70; also Elizabeth Simon) and Lisl Goldarbeiter (Miss Austria, 1909-97), who 
were crowned Miss Europe and Miss Universe, respectively, appeared modest 
and ambiguous enough so as not to draw attention to themselves as Jews. They, 
too, took a page from the biblical Esther, who was renowned for her beauty and 
initially passed for non-Jewish. It was only after they were crowned as national 
beauty queens that their Jewishness became publicly known; it is unclear 
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whether they would have advanced so far at the national level had they been 
identified as Jewish at an earlier stage. Exactly who first outed them as Jews is 
unknown, though contributors to the Jewish press were quick to capitalize on 
the fact that these beauty queens were both of Jewish descent.'!6 The anti- 
semitic attacks that occurred soon thereafter serve as evidence that it was safer 
to hide one’s Jewishness as a woman in the public eye, particularly if one 
wished to get ahead professionally. 

Böske Simon was first crowned Miss Hungary in Budapest, and then de- 
feated women from 16 other countries to win the Miss Europe pageant in Paris 
in February 1929, which understandably earned her international attention 
from non-Jews and Jews alike. After her victory in Paris, Jewish papers began 
to feature articles about and images of Simon, whom they gladly deemed a 
model Jewish woman (see figure 17).'!7 The mainstream Hungarian press cel- 
ebrated Simon’s European victory as having brought honor to the Hungarian 
people. But, Parisian accolades notwithstanding, Simon was terrorized by riot- 
ing antisemitic students upon her return to Budapest after it had become known 
that she was Jewish. Prevented from meeting her train at the station, the stu- 
dents reportedly tracked her down and taunted her with pejorative names such 
as “Miss Palestine”; they also stopped the local movie theater from showing a 
newsreel about her victory. After a celebratory ball, she was harassed at home 
with cacophonous music underneath her window. The antisemitic Völkischer 
Beobachter, too, slandered her as a spoiled “little Jewish girl (Judenmddel)” 
who supposedly fell victim to the antics of French industrialists. !!8 

Still, the Jewish press continued to emphasize Simon’s Jewishness even 
when she became a target. She was continually compelled to discuss it to the 
point where it became onerous. The Familienblatt reported that Böske Simon 
came from a religious Jewish home in which the Sabbath and holidays were 
strictly observed. Supposedly her main desire was not to have a theater or film 
career, but simply to marry a Jewish man. It reprinted a Parisian Jewish jour- 
nalist’s interview with the beauty queen: “‘Is it true that you are a Jewish 
woman (Jiidin)?’ Miss Europe’s little face became animated: ‘Everywhere I 
go, I get this question! Yes! I am Jewish. . . . I don’t deny my ancestry, although 
now it is mentioned so often that it has almost become oppressive.’”!!® Simon’s 
beauty catapulted her into the public eye; her Jewishness became a secondary 
source of fascination for the media. But only her beauty was voluntarily exhib- 
ited and discussed. Time and again, she was pressured by all sides into ac- 
knowledging her Jewishness, which sometimes served as a liability. 

The case of Lisl Goldarbeiter was slightly different: although the Jewish 
press and antisemites alike considered her Jewish and treated her accordingly 
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Fig. 17. Beauty queen Böske Simon: “The most beautiful woman in 
Europe—a Jewish woman!” (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New 
York.) 
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once this information became public, Goldarbeiter did not identify much with 
the Jewish community until the late 1930s. After submitting a photograph to a 
popular Viennese newspaper and attending only one high tea event, Goldar- 
beiter was crowned the first Miss Austria in January 1929. Soon thereafter, she 
came in second to Böske Simon in the Miss Europe competition, before win- 
ning the title of Miss Universe in Galveston, Texas, on June 11, 1929. In her 
acceptance speech, she emphasized the fact that she had competed on behalf of 
Austria and Vienna: “I am very, very happy and hope that I have been success- 
ful in offering the great and proud American people... a good opinion of 
Austrian women and my hometown of Vienna.”!”° Jewishness was not central 
to Goldarbeiter’s identity, nor did she proclaim her victory relevant for Jews. 

Though Goldarbeiter never openly acknowledged her Jewish background, 
the Familienblatt persisted in explaining that her father was a Viennese Jew with 
a small clothing business, and that a Jewish girl had been crowned the most 
beautiful in the world. Ironically, the Familienblatt argued that the ability of this 
girl with chestnut-colored hair and grayish-blue eyes to win renown for Jews 
was based solely on her unique look and “genteel appearance” (vornehme Er- 
scheinung), an allusion to her ability to pass for a bourgeois, non-Jewish Aus- 
trian.'?! The newspaper used Simon’s and Goldarbeiter’s victories to argue for 
the superiority of Jewish beauty, while also pointing out disparities in the treat- 
ment of men and women. One contributor noted that both countries regularly 
discriminated against Jewish men: “And now, a real Austrian or Hungarian man 
‘cannot tolerate a Jew[ish man] / But he gladly chooses their daughters. ”!?? The 
ability of Central European Jewish women to blend in—or to use their beauty as 
a means to gain recognition—at times facilitated special access to mainstream 
European cultures that their male counterparts were not afforded. 

Yet Lisl Goldarbeiter, too, was attacked and even physically mobbed by 
angry crowds when she returned to Europe after being crowned Miss Universe. 
Motivated by antisemitism and by the failure of Romanian contestant Magda 
Demetrescu to win, the crowd that greeted Goldarbeiter during a September 
1929 visit to Bucharest reportedly screamed, “Magda is our weight! We want 
no slender beauty queens here!” This expression of solidarity with the Roma- 
nian contestant also was accompanied by a blatantly antisemitic remark di- 
rected at Goldarbeiter: “Let’s make her eat some pork!”!? It was not only the 
Jewish press that insisted Goldarbeiter be considered as a Jewish woman, but 
also antisemitic hecklers. The more public attention the beauty queens’ Jewish 
backgrounds received, the greater the backlash against their victories. 
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A wide range of situations serve as reminders of the reasons people opted to 
hide or downplay their Jewishness. Examples include antisemitic attacks in the 
street, attempts to maintain the covert status of a secret defense organization, 
and acts of self-policing, as well as literary and other scenes in which Jews are 
outed or humiliated by being put on display. Anxiety about being outed accom- 
panied the fear of being attacked or humiliated. In many cases, it was safer or 
just simpler to leave Jewishness unmentioned. Responses to these anxieties, and 
to the painful surprise that often accompanied learning about a previously hid- 
den identity, contributed to the desire of some Jews to pass as non-Jews. The 
next chapter addresses recorded instances of successful passing and instances 
when Jewishness was falsely assessed, as well as their broader consequences. 


CHAPTER 4 


Mistaken Identifications and Nonrecognitions 


Suddenly realizing that someone was not the person he or she had claimed to 
be—or had been presumed to be—revealed not only the complex identity of 
the passing subject but also incorrect assumptions on the part of the observer. 
Whether it took the form of a voluntary coming out, a hostile outing by another 
party, or a negotiation of mistaken identities, the abrupt termination of a sus- 
tained act of passing had the potential to cause confusion, anger, scandal, and 
tragedy. It further challenged stereotypes about what Jews looked like, how 
they acted, and to what extent it was possible to detect Jewishness based on 
observed qualities. Anxiety about passing reflected a desire to avoid being seen 
or mistaken for something undesirable, whether it was a Jew, a non-Jew, or a 
certain kind of Jew. 

Discussions of Jewish visibility emphasized the stakes of being able to dis- 
tinguish correctly between Jew and non-Jew, and between Jewish types. Because 
deliberately obscuring Jewishness was frowned upon in Zionist circles, delibera- 
tions about passing often pointed out its drawbacks. In one 1926 article in the 
Jüdische Rundschau, Zionist Moses Waldmann (1885-1954) compared the act 
of Jews trying to blend in with their surroundings— which he alleged was most 
common among liberal Jews—with the habits of the color-changing chameleon. 
In doing so, he joined a long line of European critics who made this comparison, 
though some did so as a compliment.'! Waldmann, however, put an unfavorable 
spin on chameleonic tendencies and radical assimilation by proposing that Jews 
could be categorized into two opposing factions: “fearful Jews” and “self-evident 
Jews.” He defined a fearful or chameleonic Jew as “a Jew who is afraid of being 
caught as a Jew, namely a Jew who fundamentally perceives the fact of his Jew- 
ishness as a stigma (Makel).” In this comparison of passing with the ability to 
change color, Waldmann’s argument implicitly gestured toward a racialized form 
of Jewishness, though he also asserted that the fearful Jew’s “mutation (Abart)” 
could not be detected by way of skin color.’ Significantly, it was not the fearful 
Jew’s appearance that gave away Jewishness, but rather his or her behavior. Cha- 
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meleonic tendencies, namely passing or trying to pass, paradoxically made Jew- 
ishness all the more visible.’ 

According to Waldmann, many fearful or chameleonic Jews were espe- 
cially afraid of being mistaken for East European Jews, from whom they tried 
to distance themselves. Faced with rising nationalistic antisemitism, these fear- 
ful Jews attempted “to demonstrate that the Ostjuden represented a completely 
different type of Jew and emphatically rejected being mistaken for them.” It 
was not only Jewishness that figured as a stigma to be avoided but also charac- 
teristics associated with Eastern Europe that accentuated the stigma of Jewish- 
ness even further. In countless cultural texts from this period, Eastern Europe- 
anness or Russianness signified Jewishness. Of course, Jewishness was not 
always stigmatized; in many cases, Jews from Eastern Europe were idolized or 
upheld by German Jews as more authentic. But even those who held great re- 
spect for East European Jewry likely avoided the conspicuousness associated 
with East European difference. Most German Jews who hoped to avoid being 
seen as the “wrong” kind of Jew would not voluntarily perform Russianness. 

Mistaken identities had the potential either to provide sanctuary or to pose 
a threat, depending on whether Jewishness was perceived as a socially favored 
or disfavored identity. The pursuit of favored identities resulted in intentional 
passing; passers counterbalanced their hidden selves with the masked selves 
that they showed to the world. The ongoing performance of a non-Jewish iden- 
tity presumably gave access to a broader set of rights and privileges and allevi- 
ated the sense of stigma associated with Jewishness. Other cases of mistaken 
identity were less entangled with deceptive misleading and more concerned 
with distracting observers from potentially obtrusive markers. At times this 
took the form of emphasizing differences between East European and other 
Jews. Covering or downplaying any potentially conspicuous aspects of Jewish- 
ness, or fashioning them in an ambiguous manner, also sometimes resulted in 
misinterpretations of identity. 

In its examination of German-Jewish texts that explicitly treat instances 
of passing, misrecognition, or nonrecognition, this chapter establishes that 
these situations, too, led to impactful moments of encounter. Putting an end to 
sustained acts of passing by correcting a misperception could result in the loss 
of privileges and access, or could have even more severe consequences, both 
for those who passed and their immediate family members. The fate of the in- 
dividual could cause a crisis of identity for the collective. Cultural products 
including literature and film suggest that such discourses about passing con- 
stantly occupied and interested Weimar Jews. And although a genre of passing 
novels never emerged in German-Jewish contexts as it did among African 
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Americans, a number of publications and cultural products of the 1920s and 
early 1930s similarly reflect the many anxieties that surrounded Jewish visibil- 
ity. For some, passing ran counter to Jewish pride; its successful execution was 
sometimes couched in discourses of self-hatred, total assimilation, and even 
self-erasure. 

This chapter explores the phenomena of misrecognitions and nonrecogni- 
tions to highlight different responses to perceived intentionality and deception. 
At the same time, it points to the coincidental nature of other mistakes in per- 
ception. A short drama about German-Jewish passing by Jakob Loewenberg 
exemplifies the tragic consequences of deceiving one’s own relatives: an anti- 
semitic son’s sudden discovery that his mother had kept her Jewishness secret 
prompts him to take his own life. Misidentifications and nonrecognitions also 
occurred in situations where Russianness was conflated with Jewishness. 
Jewish-sounding names, though generally presented as extravisual informa- 
tion, nevertheless informed how spectators interpreted visual representations 
in certain films. The Jewish reception of the Soviet-German film Überflüssige 
Menschen (Superfluous People; Rasumny, 1926) reveals that ambiguity paired 
with stereotypically Jewish names was enough to mislead even Jews who were 
well prepared to detect Jewishness. In addition, complex representations of 
passing, nonrecognition, and Jewish caricature in the film Mensch ohne Namen 
(The Man Without a Name; Ucicky, 1932) point to the role of relative position- 
ing in establishing Jewish visibility. The presence of a known Jew could impact 
whether nearby others were coded more or less Jewish. Not everyone was able 
to pass or was given license to do so, and others managed to blend in only by 
making concessions. What these texts have in common is anxiety about (mis)- 
recognition, and all of these examples showcase attempts to pinpoint Jewish- 
ness by way of accepted codes known to both reveal and mislead. 


The Tragic Consequences of Passing 


Jakob Loewenberg’s one-act drama, Der gelbe Fleck (The Yellow Badge), per- 
haps the most salient example of a passing narrative by a modern German- 
Jewish author, focuses on the psychological impact of one Jewish mother’s 
decision to pass. A teacher and writer who was active in the liberal Jewish 
community of Hamburg, Loewenberg published many works that explicitly 
addressed Jewish themes. This short play of only seven scenes was written in 
1899 but first published in a 1924 collection of writings by the same name. It 
most likely was never performed.° The drama’s cautionary tale is set in an un- 
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named major provincial city, “around 1880 and—in the present.” Hans, an an- 
tisemitic member of a student dueling fraternity, is called home by his mother, 
who informs him that his sister, Martha, has become engaged to a Jewish doc- 
tor, Richard. The mother also circuitously informs Hans that she herself is a 
Jewish woman, noting that her blondness served as an entry ticket to non- 
Jewish society. Because she was “so blond” and “so beautiful,” she was able to 
marry a Christian man, after which she moved with him to another town and 
spent many years passing as a non-Jew.° Upon learning that he has a Jewish 
mother, Hans locks himself in his room and commits suicide with one of his 
dueling pistols. 

I argue that in Loewenberg’s drama, the “yellow badge” symbolizes 
both Jewish visibility and invisibility. It represents not only the medieval 
sumptuary stigma forced upon Jews to make them more easily discernible, 
but also a blonde woman’s ability to pass as non-Jewish due to physical traits 
associated with racialized Germanness. But Der gelbe Fleck also was written 
and published during one of the only periods in history when the yellow 
badge that previously had been imposed on Jews was worn anew as a symbol 
of pride. It was also during this era that race science began to define German- 
ness and Jewishness as chromatically distinct from one another; blondness 
and lighter coloring were considered a clear indicator of Germanness. This 
play thus epitomizes the contradictions inherent in Jewish visibility during 
the Weimar period. Precisely because Jewishness was not imposed through 
legal or regulatory mechanisms and therefore was often difficult or impossi- 
ble to see, Jewish visibility was mired in racialized stereotypes about Jewish 
appearance and coloring. Women were often the catalysts for discussions of 
Jewish passing. In this and other instances, female characters are depicted as 
slippery, mercurial, and generally less readable. Because women were per- 
ceived as the least likely to be recognized as Jews, they were portrayed as 
more likely to pass, and were positioned as figures with much to lose if they 
became visible at the wrong moments. 

Scholars have largely overlooked Loewenberg’s writings in general, and 
this drama in particular.” Much of what we know about Jakob Loewenberg 
stems from information compiled by his son, Ernst Loewenberg, who immi- 
grated to the United States in 1938.8 Jakob Loewenberg (1856-1929) was born 
and raised in a liberal Jewish home in Niederntudorf, a Westphalian village 
near Paderborn. After studying philosophy and languages in Marburg and Hei- 
delberg, where he was a member of a dueling fraternity, Loewenberg moved to 
Hamburg in 1886, where he supervised a well-known private girls’ school 
from 1892 until his death in 1929. In addition to being a teacher, Loewenberg 
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was a prolific writer of prose, poetry, and a few dramas, a substantial portion of 
which dealt with the German-Jewish experience. He was also an active mem- 
ber of the Centralverein.” During his lifetime, Loewenberg was considered 
within Jewish circles to be an important Jewish writer. In 1925, for example, 
the Jüdisch-liberale Zeitung included Loewenberg in a survey about how Jew- 
ishness impacted the work of German authors; also surveyed were such prom- 
inent cultural figures as Max Brod, Siegfried Jacobsohn, Arthur Silbergleit, 
Ernst Toller, Arnold Zweig, and Stefan Zweig.'" In addition, Loewenberg’s 
poems and articles often appeared in Jewish newspapers including the Jiidisch- 
liberale Zeitung, C.V.-Zeitung, and Israelitisches Familienblatt. Even the Zion- 
ist Jüdische Rundschau printed a somewhat reluctant obituary for Loewenberg 
in 1929, which bespeaks his familiarity beyond partisan allegiances.!! 

The title Der gelbe Fleck appropriates the yellow badge as a liberal warn- 
ing symbol. After all, the word Fleck can also mean blemish, mark, or stain. 
According to his son, Loewenberg chose the title of Der gelbe Fleck in re- 
sponse to a painful awareness of rising antisemitism after the First World 
War—and in defiance of the consequently poor treatment of German Jews. 
Writing with the bias of hindsight, Ernst claimed in 1970: “Loewenberg felt 
that a period was approaching when Jews would again have to show the yellow 
badge as in the Middle Ages.”!? Regardless of Jakob Loewenberg’s sense of 
what was to come, he manipulated a powerful example from the past to shed 
light on the contemporary situation of German Jews. That the play was first 
published 25 years after being written hints that its message became more ur- 
gent in the 1920s, yet still suggests that the work remained largely unknown for 
many years.'? 

The medieval badge also played a role in the reception of Loewenberg’s 
drama. The badge was familiar to many as a symbol of oppression, and it re- 
mained a constant reference point for student groups and others who sought to 
co-opt it. One 1925 advertisement for the book in the C.V.-Zeitung explicitly 
referenced the yellow badge’s medieval origins, though it failed to draw spe- 
cific connections between this symbol and the political situation of the 1920s.'4 
In 1926, not long after Loewenberg’s drama finally appeared in print, the Jü- 
dische Rundschau published a seemingly unrelated cover story that also bore 
the title “Der gelbe Fleck.” This article accused German-Jewish communities 
of metaphorically stigmatizing “foreign” Jews—and assigning to them a vir- 
tual distinguishing marker akin to the yellow badge—by depriving them of 
rights.!° Here we find additional self-awareness of the tension between Jews of 
German and East European descent, as well as the allegation that Jews stigma- 
tized each other. In some ways, this article anticipated the Jiidische Rund- 
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schau’s famous article of April 4, 1933, in which editor Robert Weltsch de- 
clared in the face of the Nazi boycott of Jewish-owned businesses that all Jews 
in Germany should wear the yellow badge of Jewish difference with pride.'® 
Whereas Zionist groups politicized the badge as a controversial and multiva- 
lent symbol of persecution and pride, Loewenberg’s drama added a liberal va- 
lence to the symbol’s role in Jewish discourse about historical oppression. It 
advocated for limited acceptance of the badge’s visibility and a rejection of the 
pursuit of total Jewish visibility. 

The two yellow symbols in Loewenberg’s drama serve as contradictory 
and gendered indicators of how to see Jewishness. Yellow is an indisputable 
sign of Jewishness, but it is also the exact opposite: its presence as a hair color 
symbolizes the absence of Jewish traits. In the dispute with his mother that 
constitutes the central action of the drama and its entire sixth scene, the law 
student Hans overtly references the badge with the assertion that Jews should 
still be required “to wear the badge as back in the Middle Ages.” This remark 
comes just after Hans’s comment that he has never met a Jew, and shortly be- 
fore his mother reveals her own Jewish background. Loewenberg suggests that 
for Hans and others schooled in antisemitic rhetoric, some Jews remain invis- 
ible, for “a prejudgment is stronger than the truth.” Hans is unable to recognize 
Jews, and especially Jewish women, who do not meet stereotypical descrip- 
tions. Before revealing herself as Jewish, his mother asks him directly what 
would happen if he fell in love with a Jewish woman. Hans replies, “With a 
hook-nosed black Jew-whore (schwarze Judendirn)!” to which his mother re- 
sponds: “There are also straight-nosed, blonde ones.”'’ Hans’s mother attempts 
to complicate his understanding of Jews by dismantling common stereotypes 
and pointing out that Jews come in all shapes and sizes. 

Simple though this lesson about diversity among Jews may seem, it was 
actually a more complex message from which liberal Jewish audiences had 
much to learn. Hans’s mother cautions Hans that he must objectively verify 
information about Jewishness himself rather than accept the biased viewpoints 
of others as truth. In fact, the C.V.-Zeitung advertised Loewenberg’s drama to 
readers who were exposed on a daily basis to pervasive stereotypes about Jew- 
ish appearance. At the same time, the newspaper also regularly contributed to 
the construction of Jewish appearance by affirming, rather than challenging, 
these widespread images. Numerous articles instructed readers to downplay 
conspicuous elements of Jewishness including luxury goods, jewelry, and any 
behavior that was coded stereotypically Jewish. 

The mother is depicted as having followed such directives to the extreme. 
Her true identity is further obscured through namelessness—she is called only 
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Mutter, though the other characters all possess first names. For the mother, 
blond hair itself is both a type of disguise and a stigmatized badge that prevents 
her from being recognizable and thereby burdens her with the option of pass- 
ing. Only in the second scene, when Martha (Hans’s more open-minded sister) 
states that her mother is Jewish, does the reader become aware of this fact. As 
we learn from the mother’s coming out story, this symbolic mask provided the 
means to make a different life possible. When her husband was initially denied 
professional opportunities because he married a Jewish woman, the pair relo- 
cated to another town where he found work. Although this move enabled them 
to live in relative anonymity, living a lie also meant severing ties to their re- 
spective families. In lieu of family, the mother relied on the help of a non- 
Jewish maid named Christine, who unknowingly spent two decades raising the 
children of a passing Jewish woman. Christine later proclaims that she would 
be unwilling to work for a Jewish family or to help raise Jewish children. 
Hans’s membership in his fraternity, too, was predicated upon presumed non- 
Jewishness. Though originally founded by both non-Jews and Jews, the fic- 
tional fraternity, like many fraternities in the 1880s, eventually became increas- 
ingly German nationalist and prohibited Jews from continuing as members. 

The mother describes for Hans the torment she personally suffered be- 
cause she chose to pass: 


Can you imagine what it means to go around for years under a mask, to 
hear one’s own self denigrated and insulted, and to need to keep silent? I 
have cursed my face, my hair, my name, which betrayed my heritage to no 
one, reminded no one to be more considerate. . . . Oh, if only I had been 
true, perhaps my son would now be defending his mother rather than be- 
ing ashamed of her.!® 


The mother refers to passing as wearing a mask, a theme that recurred else- 
where in Weimar Jewish culture—and, indeed, worldwide—sometimes in the 
context of masquerade or costume balls (see figure 18).!° Passing provided her 
with temporary immunity to antisemitic discrimination, though not without 
emotional cost. But because passing made her vulnerable to discovery, it also 
prevented her from defending the Jewish people. 

In contrast to the mother, who passes without difficulty, Loewenberg por- 
trays certain Jewish men as more perceptibly Jewish in appearance. In fact, the 
mother notes that Martha suspected her future fiancé’s Jewishness at first 
glance. The mother describes Martha’s initial response to Richard, “where one 
could in fact see that he was a Jew and could ask, annoyed: How did he come 
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Fig. 18. “Carnival,” cartoon by Fritz Julian Levi in Schlemiel, 1920: 
“The time of the universal unmasking has come. Off with the mask, 
sir!” (Courtesy of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 
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to be in our house?’ But Martha protests that she was not irritated, but merely 
surprised, because at the time she believed there had never been a Jew in their 
house. Martha further notes that she fell in love with him once her mother con- 
fided that she herself was Jewish and that Richard was Martha’s cousin. The 
ease with which Martha comes to terms with her mother’s personal history 
suggests Martha is not alarmed by the fact that Jewish identity could be con- 
cealed. In Martha’s case, new knowledge of her Jewish background and Rich- 
ard’s kindness help reshape her understanding of Jewishness. 

Hans’s experience is the opposite of Martha’s. Instead of opening doors, 
his mother’s act of coming out as Jewish has the potential to prevent him from 
participating in his beloved fraternity and from supporting the German nation- 
alist cause of which he is so proud.”! Throughout the drama, Loewenberg em- 
phasizes the irreconcilability of Jewishness with Hans’s quest for German 
honor through typically masculine acts. For example, Hans first appears in his 
mother’s house with a bloody slash on his forehead that he received in a duel 
with a Jewish student—which could be interpreted as a mark of Cain of sorts. 
This polarity between non-Jewish and Jewish students also recalls the antise- 
mitic turn in German universities in the 1880s and 1890s, particularly among 
the Corps students in dueling fraternities.” In fact, the first German-Jewish 
fraternity was formed in 1886 as a result of Jewish exclusion from other frater- 
nities.” Hans’s position becomes untenable when he is Judaized and disem- 
powered through the awareness that his mother has been concealing her Jew- 
ishness. The attempt to force Hans away from his fixed viewpoints is not 
successful. Ultimately, the drama characterizes Hans as ashamed, humiliated, 
and unable to bear the burden of his mother’s and sister’s choices. Fraught with 
anxieties surrounding his masculinity, Hans cannot reconcile his identity as a 
proud German Nationalist with the surprise of his own family’s Jewishness. Yet 
it is Hans’s mother who is cast as responsible for imposing this situation, and 
who bears the blame for Hans’s death. 

If we read Loewenberg’s drama as a tragedy, then it makes sense to read 
the mother as a type of tragic heroine, albeit one who makes decisions that 
are not depicted as unambiguously heroic. The mother is the only character 
to appear in all seven scenes of the play, and her actions dictate the dramatic 
conflict. It is she who has borne the yellow badge’s burden, both because she 
grew up in a Jewish milieu and because her coloring enabled a form of es- 
cape to a non-Jewish one. Loewenberg’s decision to write a drama suggests 
that this German-Jewish passing narrative was best told through suspenseful 
dialogue focused on the present moment. No background information about 
the mother’s past is provided to the reader; we never learn what it was like for 
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the mother to live as a Jew during her youth, only about her life while passing 
and afterward. 

Because the reader (or viewer) of the drama never experiences the mother 
as anything other than someone who passed, its focus is not on Jewish life, but 
on living as a formerly concealed Jew whom others have taken for a non-Jew. 
The presentation of her identity is complicated by external circumstances relat- 
ing to antisemitism, racial prejudice, and the honor and social standing of her 
family. At the same time, the mother admits that she also participated indirectly 
in antisemitic culture. To this end, one contemporary critic described the drama 
as having prompted “inner disgust at the disgrace of racial hatred,” though it is 
left open-ended whether this jab refers to hatred of Jews by non-Jews, or to 
Jewish self-hatred.”* The drama further warns of a type of nationalism that 
would have people such as Hans choose death over Jewishness. As the play 
tells it, only the onset of a severe illness prompts the mother to reach out to her 
sister and her sister’s son, Richard, who live openly as Jews. The mother’s ul- 
timate choice to contact someone from her family suggests that she would 
rather continue her life as a known Jew than die while maintaining her assumed 
identity. Sadly, her desire and ability to discard her mask do not carry over to 
her son. In Loewenberg’s drama, passing comes with its own stigma that can 
be transmitted and cause harm to others. 

Although Loewenberg’s drama Der gelbe Fleck contains only one fic- 
tional story about the consequences of passing for non-Jewish, tales of simi- 
larly tragic events can be found in other accounts and personal memoirs that 
deal with conversion to Christianity. Conversion, which often occurred under 
different circumstances than passing, was in many cases a more publicly ac- 
knowledged form of gaining access to the same privileges.” Todd Endelman 
has suggested that conversion should be considered alongside radical assimila- 
tion as another Jewish mode of adaptation that, more often than not, was not 
undertaken out of conviction.?° One Schlemiel cartoon by illustrator and artis- 
tic director Menachem Birnbaum made fun of Jews for using conversion—or 
other means of distancing themselves from Jewish communities—as a sym- 
bolic means of escape from what others perceived as racial identity.”’ In this 
cartoon, a well-dressed Black gentleman asks a sheepish couple for advice: “I 
heard that you resigned from Judaism! How does one do that? I would like to 
resign (austreten) from the Ethiopian race!’”””* In addition to leveling a charge 
against Jews who abandoned their heritage, this cartoon offered a subtle com- 
ment on the significant differences between Jewish and Black visibility, and 
the fact that many Blacks did not have the option to pass for White.?? 

According to Ernst’s recollections of his father, Jakob Loewenberg was 
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unable to tolerate Jews who took advantage of the societal access that conver- 
sion provided. Indeed, his novel, Aus zwei Quellen (From Two Sources), which 
some have interpreted as semiautobiographical, describes a hero who rejects 
conversion.*” In one of his poems, “Baptized” (Getauft), Jakob Loewenberg 
goes further and castigates former Jews for acts of dishonorable selfishness in 
trying to free themselves of shame: “Speak, have you chosen in your heart / 
What your mouth devoutly confesses (bekennt)? . . . Not that you forgot that of 
the fathers / And have chosen another alliance: / No, it’s that we ever possessed 
you / That is what pains and torments us!”?! In this poem, baptism prompted by 
anything other than true devotion is deemed the ultimate betrayal. Further, the 
act of outwardly embracing a religion should match the heart’s desire. 

Fiction supposedly meets fact in another story, “Der Herr Professor” 
(1912/1924), which was likely based on a newspaper notice about the suicide 
of a Jewish teacher whose son converted to Christianity.** This story was also 
included in Loewenberg’s Der gelbe Fleck volume in 1924 and was reprinted 
in the [sraelitisches Familienblatt in 1925. In this reversal of the drama Der 
gelbe Fleck along generational lines, the son converts to Christianity in order 
to gain access to a university professorship closed to Jews. The father protests: 


No internal struggles? Not even a trace of conviction? Religion as a tech- 
nicality? But the truth is no technicality. . . . If you convert and voluntarily 
become a confessor of another religion (wenn du dich zu einer andern 
Religion bekennst, freiwillig bekennst), and don’t do it out of conviction, 
then you are a liar, a perjurer, a miscreant; then I cannot grieve for you, 
then I must condemn you. 


Six months after learning that his son has converted, the father repeats his plea 
for his son to return to Judaism. When the son refuses, it is the father who 
drowns himself in the Donau River and leaves behind a suicide note.** Here, 
the child turns away from Jewishness instead of the parent, and it is the parent 
who kills himself in shame as a consequence. In both Der gelbe Fleck and “Der 
Herr Professor,” the characters who die are not the ones who crossed over into 
the Christian realm, but rather their immediate family members. Families are 
torn apart by the secrets and stubborn silence of those who passed or converted, 
whether for several decades or only a few months. In these examples, Loewen- 
berg’s characters seek a true and authentic sense of self, and passing and con- 
version are thought to undermine or hinder this search. 

An unrelated nonfictional memoir contains a similar story of a son who 
died by suicide upon learning that his mother came from a Jewish family, sug- 
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gesting that incidents like the ones portrayed in Loewenberg’s writings still 
occurred in 1920s Europe. Alice Lieberg wrote of befriending Susanna Dyb- 
wad and her twin sister while studying in Geneva; the twins also had a brother 
who worked as a chemist in a large company. Lieberg recalled that the three 
Dybwad siblings, who previously had no knowledge of their Jewish ancestry, 
suddenly learned that their mother was a baptized Jew. Once this came to light, 
the Dybwad brother lost his job and committed suicide.’* That the mother un- 
derwent a religious conversion ceremony did nothing to mitigate the conse- 
quences of this information. Because she had kept her background a secret, it 
was equally shameful and resulted in the loss of a job, which subsequently led 
to lost honor and lost life. In this instance, as in Loewenberg’s fictional ac- 
counts, one family member’s attempt to circumvent the barriers posed by Jew- 
ishness led to the death of another. 

These accounts describe how divulging previously concealed information 
about Jewish ancestry or conversion prompted male family members who 
themselves did not pass or convert to commit suicide. Representations of the 
shock of unveiling Jewishness suggest that the stigma of newly discovered 
Jewishness, coupled with a damaged sense of honor, outweighed the stigma of 
suicide in many cases. This was also the case for other supposed violations of 
male honor; the trope of men committing suicide appeared regularly in other 
German-Jewish literary works from around this time. For example, Ludwig 
Jacobowski’s Werther, der Jude (Werther the Jew, 1892), a creative adaptation 
of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s novel, Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The 
Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774/1787), features a Jewish male protagonist 
who identifies with a German nationalist fraternity and shoots himself when 
faced with several major failures.’ Suicide within German-Jewish communi- 
ties was also a hotly debated subject in the Weimar Jewish press. Many articles 
focused on determining the causes of the rising suicide rate, often concluding 
that economic crisis was a primary impetus.*° As Darcy Buerkle has shown, 
Jewish women, too, regularly died by suicide, though their deaths were more 
likely to be omitted from the historical record.*” Schnitzler’s Fräulein Else, 
which is discussed in chapter 3, describes a Jewish woman’s literary suicide. 

Loewenberg’s works and other examples suggest that the disgrace brought 
about by uncovering Jewishness (or revealing that one had abandoned it 
through conversion) was magnified when it came in the form of a surprise an- 
nouncement later in life. The period of its latency caused the secret to fester 
and increased its potential to cause harm. Those who were raised Jewish, in 
contrast, were not subjected to the kind of sudden shock that came with discov- 
ering Jewishness or Jewish heritage at a more advanced age. A misidentifica- 
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tion could become fatal if it became clear that the passing subject had inten- 
tionally deceived or defied other family members. In addition to appearance, 
names contributed greatly to the way people were identified and could be al- 
tered to avoid or amplify the potential for misidentifications. 


Russian and Jewish-Sounding Names, 
and Other Points of Confusion 


In early 1928, the C.V.-Zeitung and Jüdische Rundschau both published arti- 
cles on a minor news item regarding the name change of the non-Jewish Lithu- 
anian prime minister Augustinas Woldemaras (also: Voldemaras), who visited 
Berlin around that time. The story in the C.V.-Zeitung, taken from the Polish 
newspaper Czas (Time), focused on the national affiliation of the prime minis- 
ter, who previously had been known as Herr Waldemar. He was the son of a 
German colonist and had spent different parts of his life in Polish, Russian, 
Ukrainian, and Lithuanian surroundings. The C.V.-Zeitung noted that Walde- 
mar underwent “unusual transformations” (ungewöhnliche Metamorphosen) 
and eventually added the final syllable “as” to his name to become “Woldema- 
ras,” a man who more easily could be identified as “an ardent supporter of the 
independence of the Kingdom of Lithuania.”** A response in the form of a 
letter to the Jiidische Rundschau editor, by someone writing under the pseud- 
onym Politicus, took issue with the C.V.-Zeitung republishing this story, which 
seemingly had nothing to do with Jewishness or the self-defense of Jews. Polit- 
icus satirically inquired: “Is it [the Centralverein’s] goal to show that not only 
Jews take part in assimilation, but rather that this virtue is also present among 
other peoples? In citing the example of a European prime minister, does [the 
Centralverein] wish to justify those Jews who add a syllable to their name or 
attempt to make it conform (anpassen) to their environment in another way?” 
The Jüdische Rundschau’s inquiry into the motives behind this article on name 
changing sheds light on the different forms of sensitivity to names within Jew- 
ish communities. Whereas the Centralverein might have viewed the genesis of 
Woldemaras’s name as a mere human-interest story, this Jiidische Rundschau 
contributor perceived it as a political comment on capacities for assimilation. 
With its focus on the relevance of Woldemaras’s “as” for Jewish communi- 
ties, this debate reminds us that names were widely considered a controversial 
and key indicator of Jewishness in Germany and elsewhere. Weimar Jewish 
newspapers printed discussions about the implications of choosing biblical and 
therefore “Jewish” first names for children (Isaak, Reuben), noting that many 
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German Jews had turned away from this custom, and that Germanized nick- 
names often replaced any Jewish first names still in use (Max for Mosche, Zilli 
for Zipora).* The history of Jewish family names provided a constant source of 
fascination for journals such as Jiidische Familien-Forschung (Journal for Jewish 
Genealogy).*! For our purposes, it is equally important to note that surnames 
often were behind mistaken identifications, and that stereotypically Jewish- 
sounding names sometimes caused the same confusion as visual, racialized 
Jewish-coded attributes including coloring or facial features. Similarly, Jews 
with names that did not sound Jewish were sometimes accused of having changed 
their names. Elias Canetti, for one, wrote that he was wrongly accused of chang- 
ing his name from Kahn to Canetti in order to hide his Jewish background.” 

Indeed, certain names and the practice of name changing were imbued 
with symbolic power on political and even legal levels. Historian Dietz Bering 
has pointed out that even though antisemitic publications used presumed Jew- 
ish names such as Cohn and Isidor to insult or deride Jews, the percentage of 
Jews who sought name changes during the Weimar period was proportional to 
that of the general population. Bering interprets this as an indicator that con- 
spiratorial theories of widespread Jewish name changing largely serviced an 
antisemitic agenda of accusing Jews of trying to remain undetected.“ With 
respect to the parallel and more prevalent trend of American Jewish name 
changing, historian Kirsten Fermaglich has argued that American law permit- 
ted Jews to shed this manifestation of the broader racialized stigma that marked 
Jews, whereas other groups such as African Americans were prohibited by law 
from passing for White.** 

Still, in Weimar Germany, a few prominent Jews modified their names to 
make themselves less legible as Jews or as Jews with East European back- 
grounds. For example, poet Mascha Kaléko (1907-75, born Golda Malka Aufen), 
together with her first husband, Saul, added the French accent aigu to the letter 
“e” in “Kaléko” circa 1930. The addition of this accent may have been designed 
to distract from the fact that the name “Kaleko” has a pronunciation similar to 
that of the word for “cripple” in Russian and Yiddish. The French accent, on the 
other hand, made the name seem less Russian—and therefore less Jewish—and 
more ambiguously West European. It is possible that the added accent was partly 
responsible for the incorrect perception that many people harbored regarding 
Mascha Kaléko’s Jewishness. In fact, several books of her poetry were published 
by mainstream German publishing houses in 1933 and 1934, and it was not 
widely known that she was Jewish until 1935.*° Had Kaléko’s name more clearly 
revealed her Jewish background, her works probably would have been banned 
from publication already in 1933. This was also the case for other Jewish artists, 
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such as the photographer Yva, whose pseudonym likely helped her continue 
working in Berlin well past 1933.“ 

Jews were among those who were prone to misinterpreting the coding of 
names, and many participated in profiling on the basis of names alone. One 
exemplary notice in the /sraelitisches Familienblatt commented in January 
1933 that Kurt Bondy (1874-1972), a psychology professor at the University 
of Göttingen, had been accused of being a “Jew and Socialist” and had been 
removed from his position as director of the Juvenile Delinquent Center at 
Eisenach. The title of the Familienblatt’s article, “The Name is ‘Suspicious, ” 
hinted that Bondy’s removal was in part due to his name, despite the fact that 
Bondy was “most definitely not Jewish, but rather Protestant”—or so the Fam- 
ilienblatt alleged.“ But it was in actuality the Familienblatt that was incorrect: 
Bondy was raised Jewish and later became a leader of various Jewish organiza- 
tions before escaping to the United States in 1939.* In this instance, the Fam- 
ilienblatt assumed that Bondy’s last name had caused others to mistake him for 
a Jew (which he was), and had therefore been misinterpreted (which it had 
not). This was not the first time the Familienblatt inaccurately assessed Jewish- 
ness on the basis of names. 


Though mistaken identifications had effects ranging from mildly humorous to 
scandalous or life altering, in the case of Alexander Rasumny’s film Überflüs- 
sige Menschen (1926), there was very little at stake. No interpretation of this 
film was likely to lead to the loss of life or even a job. The confusion as to 
whether the film held value for Jewish audiences, as suggested by the Famil- 
ienblatt, is nevertheless significant because it reveals how a few stereotypical 
elements led to the interpretation of a film as Jewish even in the absence of 
unequivocal signifiers of Jewishness. To be sure, this often occurred with films 
that were determined to be antisemitic—the German-Jewish press regularly 
called out negative representations of Jews—but Überflüssige Menschen was 
at no point interpreted as anti-Jewish. The reception of this film instead sug- 
gests that Jewishness was in the eye of the beholder. 

Unlike other films promoted by the Jewish press that treat Jewishness 
explicitly (see chapter 2), Uberfliissige Menschen is only nominally, if at all, a 
Jewish film. It has no obviously Jewish characters, stars only one actor known 
for his Jewishness (Bruno Arno) in a minor role, and features scenes of female 
nudity that generally were frowned upon in Jewish circles. Its sole diegetic 
traces of Jewishness are the names of several characters, as well as an inconse- 
quential wedding scene that is potentially—but not conclusively—coded Jew- 
ish. Überflüssige Menschen is an example of a film that, because of its Rus- 
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sian/Soviet components, was characterized as sufficiently Jewish to warrant a 
mention in the Jewish press. Its alleged Jewishness calls into question how and 
why Weimar films were determined to be Jewish. In the following analysis, I 
posit that certain signifiers of Russianness and Easternness came to be mis- 
taken for Jewishness. 

A slapstick melodrama, Überflüssige Menschen is known in film history 
as the first in a series of Soviet-German coproductions that were produced and 
distributed in Germany by Prometheus-Film. In fact, Prometheus originally 
intended this film to serve as a follow-up to the wildly popular Soviet film 
Battleship Potemkin (Eisenstein, 1925), which met with great success in Ger- 
man cinemas. To this end, Prometheus, together with Phönix-Film, engaged a 
high-profile cast including Heinrich George, Albert Steinriick, and Werner 
Krauss. (Krauss, who starred in Mensch ohne Namen, returns as a key figure 
later in this chapter.) Prominent actors notwithstanding, Uberfliissige Men- 
schen proved to be a commercial failure, which Bruce Murray has suggested 
might have been a result of not meeting the filmgoers’ expectations for power- 
ful social critique that they associated with Russian directors after Potemkin. 
According to Murray, plans for Uberfliissige Menschen were formally an- 
nounced in July 1926, and the film premiered in Berlin’s Capitol cinema on 
November 2, 1926, where it was screened for only one week. It was shown 
again, apparently in revised form, in several locations in December 1926.* The 
film was later presumed lost for decades until it resurfaced in the late 1970s in 
a film archive in East Germany, after which it was restored, screened, and tele- 
vised with a musical accompaniment by Werner Schmidt-Boelcke.” 

Uberfliissige Menschen is set in a Russian village before the First World 
War. Its plot is adapted from multiple short stories by Anton Chekhov includ- 
ing “Romance with a Double Bass” (1886) and “Rothschild’s Fiddle” 
(1894).°! The story centers on members of a local group of musicians who 
make up an orchestra of sorts—including Mendel Rothschild, the percus- 
sionist (Arno); Sigajew, the double bass player (Eugen Klöpfer); Balagula, 
the trombonist (George); and Bronsa, a violinist and coffin-maker 
(Steinrück)— who are enlisted to perform first at a wedding, and then at the 
engagement celebration of Mayor Duboff’s daughter, Ola (Elza Temary).>? 
On the day of her engagement, Ola goes swimming. The double bass player, 
Sigajew, happens to be swimming nearby when Ola’s younger brother steals 
her clothes as a prank. Sigajew comes along and offers to hide Ola in his 
large instrument case. Ola scandalously arrives at her engagement party na- 
ked, and her fiancé, Lukin (Hans Brausewetter), is dismayed to discover her 
hiding in the bass case. Lukin then blackmails Ola’s father for a dramatically 
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increased dowry. Throughout the film, the local policeman, Suka (Krauss), 
patrols the village and keeps order. 

There are no explicit references to Jewishness in the film aside from sev- 
eral stereotypically Jewish names and a few potential symbols that may or may 
not be present. Whether the film portrays any aspects of Jewish life remains 
unclear even upon close scrutiny of its visual imagery and intertitles. The open- 
ing shot, for example, depicts a bustling street scene in the village, with crosses 
atop church steeples in the background. To be sure, the film is partly based on 
“Rothschild’s Fiddle,” which contains a message of Jewish and Russian recon- 
ciliation, though the film simply refers to “motifs by Chekhov” and does not 
mention the title of this story specifically. And although a minor character in 
the film harkens back to the eponymous character of Chekhov’s story, Mendel 
Rothschild is so insignificant in the film that he is not referenced again by 
name after the opening sequence in which he is introduced as the hapless “no- 
tice poster” (Zettelankleber) and “timpanist in the town orchestra.” In Chek- 
hov’s story, the “Jews’ orchestra” is conducted by “Moisey Ilyitch Shahkes,” 
who is clearly coded Jewish.” But in the film, the conductor for the small 
group of musicians is known only by the ambiguous name of Schachkes and 
has no other indicators of Jewishness. Bronsa, who in the literary version rep- 
resents a non-Jew who is regularly invited to play with the Jewish orchestra, is 
also coded Christian in the film: at one point, he is shown mourning his daugh- 
ter in a cemetery replete with crosses and gravestones engraved in Russian. 
Finally, aside from two intertitles that reference the musicians playing at a 
“wedding in the house of Jankel Leisermann,” no explanation is provided as to 
how Jankel Leisermann relates to the other characters, whether this is a Jewish 
celebration, or who gets married at his house. Instead, the focus in this scene is 
the orchestra’s relative inability to collect itself and perform satisfactorily. 

Yet this tangential wedding scene (and perhaps other unnamed factors) 
was enough to prompt Familienblatt editors to praise the film in a discussion 
of “new Jewish films” in December 1926. Perhaps there was a shortage of 
films to discuss at this time, or maybe someone invited the Familienblatt edi- 
tors to promote Überflüssige Menschen to Jewish audiences. In any case, this 
article, which presumably coincided with the film’s second run, provided little 
information about the film’s content. As a form of explanation, the editors 
wrote only: “Finally, we mention the charming German-Russian cooperative 
film Uberfliissige Menschen, which indeed is not Jewish as such, but contains 
a proper Jewish wedding, of which we here reprint an image.” As depicted in 
the film still in the Familienblatt, this wedding scene is shown primarily in 
long shots; tall candlesticks are visible on several long tables, and a strategi- 
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Fig. 19. Wedding scene in Überflüssige Menschen (Rasumny, 1926) in 
Das Magazin der Phoebus-Theater, no. 23 (November 1926), 1. (Cour- 
tesy of Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.) 


cally placed painting on the wall might (or might not) portray aman wearing a 
prayer shawl (see figure 19, which is the same image). When we first see the 
wedding party and guests enter, they immediately sit down to eat. The bride’s 
father appears to be wearing a head covering of sorts; her mother also wears a 
nondescript loose-fitting cloth head covering that could be in keeping with 
Russian or Christian tradition. Some of the male guests have beards, and many 
wear hats. The dancing that ensues could be categorized broadly as East Euro- 
pean. Very little, if anything, in the scene is discernibly Jewish, and, because 
only postceremony festivities are shown, many elements associated with tradi- 
tional Jewish weddings—a canopy, the breaking of a glass, a rabbi—are no- 
where to be found. If one looks beyond names and ignores the fact that this 
wedding takes place in the home of Jankel Leisermann, it is easy to overlook 
or disregard any other potentially Jewish elements of the scene. 

Aside from the names “Mendel Rothschild” and “Jankel Leisermann,” the 
spectator cannot be certain that the Russian village has many Jewish residents. 
Rather, the film’s focus is on culture coded non-Jewish in part by the implied 
consumption of pork. The film’s promotional and censor materials entirely 
omit references to the wedding at the Leisermann house aside from the two 
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intertitles mentioned above." Beyond the orchestra members, none of the peo- 
ple involved in the wedding scene are included in official cast lists and must 
have been played by extras. In contrast, the second celebratory and decidedly 
non-Jewish venue at which the orchestra plays, Ola and Lukin’s engagement 
celebration, takes center stage in the film. Ola and her fiancé are typically Rus- 
sian; they are the classic stuff of Chekhov’s prose. Ola’s father, the mayor of 
the village, bears the surname “Duboff”; her fiancé is listed only as “Geometer 
Lukin” (Surveyor Lukin), a typical Russian surname. Moreover, Ola and 
Lukin’s engagement includes a festive meal of the food most unlikely to appear 
at a traditional Jewish celebration: a huge smoked pig, shown for several sec- 
onds in a close-up that dissolves into the local policeman, Suka (Krauss), lick- 
ing his fingers greedily in a form of mild social commentary about the role of 
the village police. The film thus visually overwrites the possibly Jewish wed- 
ding scene with the far more memorable image of a succulent pig. If the first 
wedding scene is coded Jewish, perhaps it is through the conspicuous absence 
of such a pig. 

Whereas the Jewish press praised the authentic Jewishness of Überflüs- 
sige Menschen, the general press criticized the film’s lack of cohesion. Only 
some reviewers made an offhand reference to the Jewish wedding scene or to 
Mendel Rothschild. In his short summary for Lichtbild-Biihne, Hans Wollen- 
berg, a film critic who was often among the first to comment on a film’s Jewish 
or antisemitic components, mentioned nothing about Jewishness. In a longer 
review, Wollenberg referenced “the Jewish wedding (Judenhochzeit)” only 
once in a list of memorable scenes. But Wollenberg’s review also maintains 
that the film is Russian through and through, concluding that a comparison of 
Uberfliissige Menschen with Gerhard Lamprecht’s Menschen untereinander 
(People to Each Other, 1926) could shed light on the differences between Rus- 
sian and German cultural psychology.°° For Wollenberg, Uberfliissige Men- 
schen depicted a foreign milieu, though not a Jewish one. Another review sum- 
marized the film at length without mentioning the Jewish wedding scene, 
though it briefly cited “Bruno Arno as a mildly annoying, smartly portrayed 
figure (a little Jew-character [Jüdchen])”;, a different review referred to Arno’s 
character as a “forgotten Jewish lad.”>’ The word Jew notably appears nowhere 
in the biting review by Herbert Ihering, who sometimes made backhanded an- 
tisemitic remarks about Jewish actors.”® The absence of thorough attention to 
Jewishness in all reviews is itself noteworthy: in this film, Jewishness, if pres- 
ent, blended in with Eastern Europe. 

In recommending Uberfliissige Menschen, the German-Jewish press pre- 
sented this film as Jewish by default when it was certainly Russian, but con- 
tained no unambiguous or significant representations of Jews. A few Jewish- 
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sounding names, a story set in a Russian village, and a wedding without a pig 
were sufficient to render aspects of this film Jewish for a reviewer in search of 
“new Jewish films.” But one must ask whether the anonymous Familienblatt 
editor who included it actually saw the film, or simply ran its promotional 
photo after being told that the film included a Jewish wedding scene; the latter 
seems more likely. The Jewish press rarely promoted films that featured any 
nudity, as Uberfliissige Menschen does in the scenes of Ola swimming and rid- 
ing in the instrument case. In fact, only one Jewish magazine advertised the 
1929 film version of Frdulein Else starring Elisabeth Bergner, which, in con- 
trast, was relatively successful and likewise briefly played on scopophilic spec- 
tatorial desire by putting women’s naked bodies on display.” In both cases, 
Jewishness is present only in the literary works on which the films were based; 
the viewer is not confronted with any overt signs of Jewishness. Though on 
display as objectified, even fetishized, women, Ola and Else are not (percepti- 
bly) Jewish characters, though Else is coded Jewish if one is familiar with ex- 
trafilmic circumstances such as Schnitzler’s novella or Bergner’s background. 
Ultimately, the questionable Jewishness of Uberfliissige Menschen played 
little role in the overall reception of the film; only the Jewish press grasped at 
Russianness as a Jewish signifier. Chekhov’s stories, known for their generally 
ambivalent and sometimes harsh representations of Jews, provided the ideal 
subject matter for a film that was just Russian enough to be vaguely Jewish, 
though not “Jewish as such.” The perplexingly different interpretations of this 
film reveal that Russianness served as a symbol of exotic foreignness and of 
non-Germanness: in other words, Russianness sometimes passed for Jewish- 
ness. But the possibility remains that Jewishness is not present at all in this co- 
medic Soviet-German coproduction, and that this film, like the case of Wolde- 
maras, served mainly as a metaphor about the incorporation of, or assimilation 
into, another tradition. Simply by adding an “as,” Waldemar made his name 
sound more Lithuanian; by downplaying Jewish-sounding names and marginal- 
izing Jewish characters, Uberfliissige Menschen made itself Russian enough for 
mainstream German audiences. Other German films, too, incorporated Russian 
elements that symbolized both foreignness and Jewishness on some level. 


Deception, Jewish Caricature, and the Unrecognizable Man 
Next to the Known Jew 


The Ufa sound film Mensch ohne Namen (The Man Without a Name, Ucicky, 
1932) offers a compelling example of a film in which tensions related to mis- 
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taken identity are entwined with ambivalent depictions of Jewishness. Like 
numerous films made after the First World War, its story reflects the trauma 
experienced by German soldiers who were presumed dead and returned home 
to find their wives remarried. One such film from 1921 was supposedly based 
on a true story reported in the newspaper B.Z. am Mittag. In another well- 
known film directed by Richard Oswald, Dr. Bessels Verwandlung (The Trans- 
formation of Dr. Bessel, 1927), a wounded German soldier passes for French 
and at one point also is mistaken for a Jew by several East European Jews. This 
character becomes aligned with Jewish otherness by way of association, for, as 
he notes: “You are mistaken, I am not a Jew! But I know what it means to be 
hunted and persecuted.” Significantly, many stories about war veteran return- 
ees focus on how these men establish the authenticity of their claims to former 
identities. Mensch ohne Namen, like other such films, teaches a lesson about 
performing one’s most authentic self. As a film from the final year of the Wei- 
mar Republic that has received limited scholarly attention, it merits close ex- 
amination as a widely known text about passing as German. 

In Mensch ohne Namen, former automobile factory owner Heinrich Mar- 
tin (Werner Krauss) went missing in 1916 while fighting in the Great War. He 
returns to Berlin in 1932 and attempts to verify his identity after 16 years of 
amnesia. Some of his time away was spent working at an automobile factory in 
the Soviet Union, where the film’s opening scene takes place. In fact, the first 
words he speaks in the film are in Russian. But it turns out that Heinrich Martin 
was declared dead long ago, and, in the meantime, his best friend, Alfred 
Sander (Mathias Wieman), has taken over Martin’s factory and has married his 
wife, Eva-Maria (Helene Thimig). Taken for a new immigrant from Russia, the 
“foreign” protagonist is initially ostracized by German society and thus ren- 
dered a nameless outcast who must assimilate and adhere to social and legal 
norms to make himself visible again. Although he is convinced that his loyalty 
to Germany in the First World War will bring justice, the court rules against 
him (and against his Jewish-coded attorney, Erwin Gablinsky, played by Fritz 
Griinbaum), forcing Martin to seek a new life and a new name. He chooses the 
name “Gottlieb Leberecht Müller” and contents himself with a new love, Grete 
Schulze (Maria Bard), and new friends including Julius “Jule” Hanke (Julius 
Falkenstein) and Gablinsky. The film provides the viewer with no conclusive 
evidence as to whether the central character is the same Heinrich Martin who 
went missing or just someone passing for him. 

Non-Jewish actor Werner Krauss plays Russified veteran Heinrich Mar- 
tin, whose goal upon reentering Germany is to pass for and be accepted as 
himself and as German, and in doing so is coded Jewish yet aligned with Ger- 
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many.*! But the juxtaposition of Krauss’s character with Erwin Gablinsky, an 
attorney who—partly because he is played by a Jewish character actor—is 
obviously coded as an East European Jew and cannot pass for a non-Jew, sets 
up Heinrich Martin as someone who is better able to blend in. Martin is notably 
willing to make major sacrifices, including that of his own name, to be recog- 
nized as German. In my reading of Mensch ohne Namen, it is not Griinbaum’s 
Gablinsky, but rather Krauss’s Heinrich Martin, who is a plausible cipher for 
the German-Jewish experience. The seemingly despicable Gablinsky serves as 
the insufferable East European foil to Martin’s restrained, more assimilated 
character. Unlike Gablinsky, Martin is able to move away from his Russian 
past. Both the film’s title and story point to the importance of naming for un- 
derstanding someone’s identity; the similarities between the names of the Jew- 
ish actors and their characters underscore the roles of Jewish names. The film 
teaches that, with the proper compromises, it is possible for an “outsider” to 
find acceptance in German society—but only if he is able to go unnoticed. 

The film resonated differently with mainstream German and German- 
Jewish audiences. Its premiere at Berlin’s Ufa-Palast am Zoo on July 1, 1932, 
met with tremendous applause and was deemed a great success by mainstream 
critics Herbert Ihering and Fritz Olimsky.6 In contrast, lead actor Werner 
Krauss was initially so embarrassed by the film that he and his wife, Maria 
Bard (who played Grete, his stenographer and love interest in the film), made 
sure to be out of town on the day of the premiere. Several days prior, Krauss 
wrote to a friend that they were happy to miss the premiere of “our terrible 
film” and that they wanted to be far away so as not to hear the complaints 
“when the Kurfürstendamm grumbles loudly.”° Krauss later described the film 
as relatively insignificant given its otherwise impressive cast and the qualifica- 
tions of the film’s screenwriter, Robert Liebmann (1890-1942), who had writ- 
ten screenplays for such highly successful Ufa sound films as Der blaue Engel 
(1930) and Der Kongreß tanzt (The Congress Dances, 1931). It should be 
noted that, despite Krauss’s protestations, it was Krauss’s performance that 
redeemed the film for some viewers. Audiences in New York in late 1932 and 
in Jerusalem in early 1933 praised Krauss in particular. While no one classi- 
fied it as a “Jewish film,” its portrayal of Gablinsky was provocative enough to 
warrant commentary from a Jewish perspective. 

Although the mainstream German reception of the film was generally pos- 
itive, the German-Jewish press condemned Mensch ohne Namen for creating an 
exaggerated image of a “typical Jew” in the form of the haggling, ruthless at- 
torney, a “shyster” lawyer (Winkeladvokat) played by Fritz Griinbaum.® Along 
with comic performers Siegfried Arno, Bruno Arno, and others, Griinbaum was 
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highly visible as a Jew precisely because these Jewish actors often were type- 
cast in similarly eccentric roles (see chapter 2). In keeping with the trend among 
some liberal German-Jewish film critics and spectators to blame Jewish per- 
formers who enacted negative portrayals of Jewish characters, the Jüdische 
Rundschau took Grünbaum to task for his supposedly caricatural portrayal of 
Erwin Gablinsky.°’ One L. Mischkowski, a guest contributor to the Jüdische 
Rundschau, described the “shyster” lawyer type in this film as “the incarnation 
of artful shiftiness, obtrusiveness, impertinence, loudmouthedness, and indis- 
cretion. [The type] is portrayed in the form of a pronounced Eastern Jewish 
caricature with a fleshy nose, rubbery lips, large mouth, and so forth.” Predict- 
ably, Mischkowski held Griinbaum responsible for agreeing to be typecast be- 
cause of his appearance and manner of speaking, noting that the film prompted 
audiences in small-town theaters to laugh at this image of a stereotypical Jew. 
Not known for printing extensive film criticism, the Jiidische Rundschau’s tacit 
endorsement of this opinion suggests it did not object to the argument that Ga- 
blinsky’s performance of Jewishness lent itself to antisemitic stereotypes and 
agitation, and thus was guilty of enabling propagandistic imagery. 

It is unclear who was responsible for creating this example of a stereo- 
typical Jew. It is also not certain whether Gablinsky was the product of antise- 
mitic motivations or self-satire, or perhaps both. In 1932, the German film 
production company Ufa already had a reputation for privileging humor that 
distorted the image of “the Jew.” One 1930 article in the C.V.-Zeitung pointed 
out that certain Ufa sound films easily could be perceived as antisemitic “Hitler 
propaganda.” Ufa’s history of unsympathetic portrayals of Jews indeed might 
have impacted the way some filmgoers interpreted Mensch ohne Namen. Some 
viewers were likely watching for obnoxious Jewish-coded characters who 
could not pass. 

The individuals involved in the making of Mensch ohne Namen certainly 
had very different and complex relationships to Jewishness; their paths di- 
verged only a few months after the film’s release. Whereas Fritz Griinbaum 
and screenwriter Robert Liebmann were considered Jewish by the Nazis and 
were murdered at Dachau and Auschwitz, respectively, Werner Krauss and di- 
rector Gustav Ucicky each made numerous propaganda films after 1933. Actor 
Julius Falkenstein (1879-1933) had a different story: though a known Jewish 
comedic actor, he received special permission to continue making films after 
the Nazi rise to power. Despite this, internal Ufa correspondence suggests that 
he was not to be offered major roles, and he made only one more film before 
his death in December 1933.” Incidentally, Falkenstein, like his character, 
went by the nickname “Jule,” which differs by only one letter from the word 
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Jude. It likely was no coincidence that the actor’s last name became the more 
Germanic-sounding name “Hanke” in the film.”! 

There is no disputing that director Gustav Ucicky (1898-1961), an ille- 
gitimate son of Gustav Klimt who achieved a moderate level of success during 
the Weimar era, became an opportunistic Nazi sympathizer very soon after 
making Mensch ohne Namen.” A number of Ucicky’s films, especially 
Flüchtlinge (Refugees, 1933) and Heimkehr (Homecoming, 1941), received 
great acclaim under the Nazis for their overtly propagandistic messages.” As 
Eric Rentschler has observed, Ucicky enjoyed A-list status in Nazi Germany. 
His film adaptation of Kleist’s Der zerbrochene Krug (The Broken Jug, 1937) 
was known to be among Hitler’s favorites.’ During the early 1930s, Ucicky’s 
sound films focused primarily on famous historical battles, including two 
“Prussian films”—one of which, Yorck (1931), also starred Werner Krauss in 
his first sound film—as well as Morgenrot (Dawn, 1933), which was dedicated 
to the U-Boot heroes of the First World War and premiered a few days after 
Hitler took power. 

Compared to Ucicky’s other films that deal with military themes, Mensch 
ohne Namen is the only one that focuses on the aftermath of war, rather than 
war itself. Though not a military film, Mensch ohne Namen attracted a similar 
audience and was to some extent received as such.” Additionally, Mensch ohne 
Namen was connected in subtle ways to the historic battles referenced in Hon- 
oré de Balzac’s novella from 100 years prior, Colonel Chabert (1832), on 
which Liebmann’s screenplay was loosely based. Balzac’s story centers on 
Chabert, an officer thought to have died in 1807 in the Napoleonic battle of 
Eylau, which included some Prussian involvement.” Werner Krauss high- 
lighted what for him was a notable difference between the novella and the film, 
namely that Chabert’s wife does not recognize Chabert, whereas in the film 
Eva-Maria recognizes Heinrich Martin but denies that she does.” Contrary to 
Krauss’s interpretation, Balzac’s text suggests that Chabert’s wife recognizes 
Chabert but plays dumb, and it remains unclear in the film whether Eva-Maria 
or anyone else actually recognizes Martin. But one notable difference is Bal- 
zac’s depiction of the attorney character: Derville is a philanthropic, gracious 
man, a “good soldier” who generously gives Chabert a daily allowance to help 
him get back on his feet.’”® Balzac’s lawyer bears no resemblance to the “shy- 
ster” lawyer in Mensch ohne Namen, though Derville may have served as a 
source of inspiration for the far more benevolent character of Julius Hanke, 
who first encounters Heinrich Martin on the street and offers him a place to 
stay in Berlin. In short, major changes to the figure of the attorney were made 
by Liebmann or Ucicky, or perhaps even by Griinbaum. 
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A cabaret, theater, and film performer active mainly in Vienna and Berlin, 
Fritz Griinbaum (1880-1941) was known for a dramatic persona that embod- 
ied several Jewish clichés. Many associated him with “typical Jewish humor” 
and the “jargon joke (Jargonwitz).’” His ironic jokes walked the line between 
self-deprecating humor and satire, inviting both laughter and mockery. To- 
gether with actor Karl Farkas (1893-1971), Grünbaum introduced to Vienna 
the Doppelconférence, a cabaret dialogue in which two actors play a smart 
character (der Gescheite) and a dumb character (der Blöde). Naturally, Griin- 
baum always played the fool to Farkas’s cleverer and better-looking part.®° In 
these and other cabaret acts, Griinbaum often ridiculed his own height, hair 
loss, and overall appearance in rhymes: “Yes, that I, when put to the judgment 
of observation / Effectively amount to a mistake of creation. / Don’t call my 
concerns small (kleinlich) / Being as small as I am is really shameful.”®! Grün- 
baum was and still is the subject of many caricatures; he even served as one 
inspiration for the character of Adolf Griinbaum in Dani Levy’s satirical Hitler 
film, Mein Führer (2007).°? It was expected that Grünbaum, along with Falken- 
stein, would provide Mensch ohne Namen with comic relief as he did for other 
films. For example, Griinbaum similarly served as the brunt of innocuous jokes 
in Arm wie eine Kirchenmaus (Oswald, 1931). 

Filmgoers were predisposed to view portrayals of Jewish lawyers in a 
certain light. The stereotype of the ruthless Jewish lawyer was omnipresent on 
stage and screen by this time and likely colored Fritz Griinbaum’s performance 
of Gablinsky.®? Long forbidden from practicing more than a few select profes- 
sions, many German Jews worked in law and medicine, resulting in a dispro- 
portionately large percentage of Jewish attorneys. One oft-quoted line from 
Ferdinand Bruckner’s 1928 drama Die Verbrecher (The Criminals) goes so far 
as to suggest that “the lawyers are all Jews.”85 Indeed, the professional title 
Rechtsanwalt or Advokat was linked to Jewishness on many levels. In his mem- 
oirs, attorney Adolph Asch described how, upon revealing his profession, the 
party to whom he was speaking immediately took this to be a proclamation of 
his Jewishness.* It is not surprising that Grünbaum, too, almost became an 
attorney before he turned to acting.*’ In keeping with widespread antisemitic 
perceptions of Jewish lawyers, Erwin Gablinsky is slick and scheming; he 
speaks and moves quickly, interrupts, smiles gleefully, and peppers his speech 
with Yiddishisms such as nebbich (poor thing). He first offers to take Heinrich 
Martin’s case for a fee of 20 percent, but, after a brief attempt to negotiate, he 
immediately drives the price up to 30 percent. 

Although his main goal is ostensibly to help Heinrich Martin, Gablinsky’s 
character is also self-serving, and the film highlights qualities that enhance his 
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visibility as a stereotypical Jewish lawyer. Confronted with accusations that his 
portrayal of Gablinsky could be read as antisemitic, Fritz Griinbaum defended 
himself in a letter to the editor of Die neue Welt on August 19, 1932: “It is clear 
that I couldn’t portray a shyster lawyer as an elegant and noble gentleman. He 
is in his physical guise one of those types of characters who can be found in the 
remote outskirts of all metropolitan areas.”®® Griinbaum further claimed to 
have suggested changes to several scenes to lend his character greater personal 
depth. Although these scenes supposedly were filmed, they have not been pre- 
served. Giinter Krenn argues that Ucicky’s final cut eliminates Griinbaum’s 
usual ironic inflections and makes his character seem one-dimensional.® In 
addition, in the majority of shots camera angles and the mise-en-scéne position 
Gablinsky behind or next to a taller character, or even seated, such that Gablin- 
sky appears shorter than all other characters.” This height differential is espe- 
cially apparent in the courtroom scenes where Heinrich Martin stands next to 
the seated Gablinsky.?! The spectator literally looks down on Gablinsky in 
many instances, thus maximizing his visibility as a person of lower status. 

One scene near the end of the film presents a particularly salient juxtapo- 
sition of characters that are coded with Jewishness and otherness in different 
ways (see figure 20). Gablinsky arrives at Grete’s apartment for a celebratory 
round of coffee and cake; he brings with him Heinrich Martin, who has just 
returned from a court-mandated stint in a psychiatric clinic. Jule is also pres- 
ent. From the moment Gablinsky enters the room, he is ridiculed and made to 
seem even smaller by the placement of the other characters. Audiences were 
already familiar with the infectious laugh of Maria “Migo” Bard, who played 
Cilly in Berlin-Alexanderplatz (Jutzi, 1931); here, her bald humor privileges 
Martin while targeting the impatient Gablinsky. Gablinsky’s suggestion in this 
scene that “foreign words are always suspicious” seems at first to be self- 
reflexive due to his own dubious behavior. But in the larger context of the film, 
itis Heinrich Martin who must grapple with the suspicion placed upon him and 
his foreignness. 

Werner Krauss’s body of work and controversial career choices compli- 
cate my argument that Heinrich Martin is not only coded Jewish but also fig- 
ures as a representative German Jew. Krauss, who often played lead roles, was 
known as the man of a thousand faces, the quintessential “chameleon” per- 
former, and one of the greatest actors of his time.?* Krauss’s most famous Wei- 
mar role was Dr. Caligari; he starred in other noteworthy silent films, including 
roles as the eponymous Jewish protagonist of Nathan der Weise (Nathan the 
Wise, 1922), the butcher in Die freudlose Gasse (The Joyless Street, 1925), and 
of course the local Russian policeman in Uberfliissige Menschen. But many of 
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Fig. 20. From left: Julius Falkenstein, Fritz Grünbaum, Werner Krauss, 
and Maria Bard in Mensch ohne Namen (Ucicky, 1932). (Courtesy of 
Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.) 


his roles were far from sympathetic to Jews. In Nazi Germany, Krauss was 
among the actors who agreed to play despicable Jewish characters. Herbert 
Ihering suggested that the Propaganda Ministry likely remembered Krauss’s 
Shylock on Max Reinhardt’s stage in 1921.7? Although Krauss reprised this 
role in 1943, he is most notorious for playing multiple Jewish roles in Jud Süß 
(Jew Süss, Harlan, 1940), including Rabbi Loew.” Krauss’s contributions to 
this overtly antisemitic Nazi propaganda film caused him to be banned from 
performing in Germany after 1945.” In other words, both before and after 
Heinrich Martin, Werner Krauss played many Jewish characters (as well as 
other characters that were coded Jewish) in different kinds of films. 

Heinrich Martin’s fight to recover his own identity is both a process of 
self-recognition and a disavowal of the Russianness and foreignness he has 
known since 1916. Here it is worth recalling that, also in 1916, German Jews 
fighting in the First World War were subjected to a Jewish census to determine 
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whether they were represented proportionately on the frontlines. Just as Jewish 
soldiers were deeply offended by this accusation of disloyalty, Heinrich Martin 
takes it as a personal affront that his own Iron Cross goes ignored as he at- 
tempts to validate his identity. One clerk who sees his Russian documents di- 
rects him to the Foreign Office; nothing Martin does can substantiate his con- 
stantly repeated and ignored claim: “But I am a German.” He repeats this 
unsuccessful plea to be seen as Heinrich Martin during his court hearing, at 
which Gablinsky argues that people can become unrecognizable through 
changes to their facial features, such as when a grenade changes the shape of a 
person’s nose. This line invokes the phenomenon of nose jobs as a form of Jew- 
ish assimilation, and it also highlights the nose as an object of particular scru- 
tiny in legal matters of identification.” 

In addition to Heinrich Martin’s face, other parts of his body also contrib- 
ute to making him unrecognizable and help convince others that he is an im- 
poster. Eva-Maria testifies that she does not recognize the man claiming to be 
Heinrich Martin, and Alfred Sander presents the ripped uniform the “real” 
Heinrich Martin was wearing when he died, which suggests Martin should 
have a huge scar on his left side. When asked to show the scar in order to prove 
his identity, Martin insists: “I am no imposter! I am Heinrich Martin, I demand 
justice. . . . There is simply no scar there at all! . . . I am a German, Your Honor. 
I fought for Germany. I love my home country. You wish to prohibit a German 
from being a German? Is that justice? You are no judge; you are a dog, a dog! 
Justice! Justice! Justice!” 
now marks him as an invisible other, and as someone who has the potential to 
shed or disguise his difference. The judge concedes that he views Martin as 
unreliable and does not buy his claim. This scene also makes it difficult for the 
viewer to believe Martin’s story, though the film remains sympathetic to his 
cause in general. Heinrich Martin is one of the many alleged imposters of Wei- 
mar cinema; as Noah Isenberg has suggested, the “feeling of having been 
duped” and a general sense of insecurity characterized the early years of the 
Weimar Republic and carried over into representations in film.’ 

Heinrich Martin’s frantic, repeated calls for justice as he is dragged 
screaming from the courtroom recall another film largely made up of court- 
room scenes that was released two years earlier and widely celebrated by the 
Jewish press: Richard Oswald’s Dreyfus.”® Both films portray a quest for jus- 
tice for innocent men, with Dreyfus wrongly accused because he was Jewish, 
and Martin unable to authenticate his former identity, which he lost while 
fighting for Germany. Yet despite Heinrich Martin’s claim to Germanness, he 
is neither recognized nor believed; there can be no justice for him in the Ger- 
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man system in 1932. Instead, his only option is to sever every association with 
his former self and his otherness and to pass as someone new. With the dissolve 
from the courtroom to the psychiatric clinic, an assimilatory filmic strategy 
that calls to mind Valerie Weinstein’s concept of “the dissolve of the Jew,” 
Heinrich Martin fades into oblivion.” After his forced rehabilitation, the court 
recognizes Heinrich Martin’s right to citizenship on the condition that he takes 
a new name. The film effectively erases Martin and replaces him with a newly 
reformed and renamed man, who as such is recognized by the German system. 

Martin’s new state-imposed and state-sanctioned name symbolizes forced 
subservience to government power, in addition to all of the privileges that be- 
ing acknowledged by the state affords. The ritual of taking a new name at 
baptism was naturally familiar to many German Jews who converted to Chris- 
tianity, including some who changed their names but kept their initials. For 
instance, one anecdote told of a Jew named Mausche Lövysohn who, on the 
way to his baptism, declared he wished to be known as “Martin Luther” so that 
he might keep the same initials.!°° Borrowing the last name of a young court 
clerk present at the hearing, Heinrich Martin is metaphorically baptized and 
reborn as Gottlieb Leberecht Miiller, a man with new access to rights and priv- 
ileges. In response to hearing Martin/Miiller’s new name, Grete comments: 
“Miiller and Schulze, that’s the way it should be,” affirming that these two 
people belong together and hinting at the fact that they both posses stereotypi- 
cal German last names, which roughly translate to miller and sheriff.!”! 

The film Mensch ohne Namen models an adaptive process of making oth- 
erness disappear in the Weimar era, when a mistaken identity could lead to 
social stigma and the loss of privileges. Several of its characters are coded Jew- 
ish, and the contrast between them highlights how each one represents his re- 
spective category. Falkenstein’s Jule Hanke offers an additional counterpoint: 
Hanke is a likable and unassuming character with no legible Jewish qualities 
whatsoever. One could even argue that it is Jule who passes all along, for at no 
time does this character become visible as a Jew or allude to the Jewishness of 
the actor.'°* Likewise, Gottlieb Leberecht Müller learns to eclipse his otherness 
by permitting the German court to discipline him and mold him into someone 
else. But he cannot pass for German until he becomes an assimilated, compli- 
ant individual who demonstrates genteel restraint; someone who is less like the 
stereotypically Jewish Erwin Gablinsky, and more like members of the court. 
Only incognito, under the guise of a new identity, does he subsequently gain 
acceptance, if not recognition, in Germany. The indicators of Martin/Miiller’s 
Jewishness—that he is perceived as Russian, that his nose and face may no 
longer resemble the original, and that his demand for justice can be honored 
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only if he is “baptized” with a new, typically German name—support a reading 
of a Russified Jew trying to pass for a German non-Jew, whereas Gablinsky is 
never able to pass and remains the brunt of the joke. Martin/Müller demon- 
strates that passing is possible, if not always desirable. Griinbaum and his char- 
acter, on the other hand, both serve as painful reminders of how clear signs of 
Jewish visibility could lead to exclusion. 


Cases of mistaken identity were abundant in Weimar Germany, where many 
Jews passed for non-Jews, and others discouraged simple identification by 
other means. The legendary possibility of a parent (such as the mother in Jakob 
Loewenberg’s Der gelbe Fleck) revealing a previously concealed Jewish back- 
ground to her grown children—and its potentially horrific consequences— 
haunted audiences that on a daily basis confronted the option to pass. Female 
characters who passed successfully reflected widespread perceptions that Jew- 
ish women were more likely to be able to disguise their Jewishness. A desire to 
uncover the true identity behind the mask often led to misidentifications, mis- 
nomers, or unusual choices regarding what could be considered Jewish, with a 
general emphasis on Russianness and East Europeanness as potential symbols 
of Jewishness. Names often played a role in different processes of (mis)identi- 
fication. And, in some instances, as in the film Mensch ohne Namen, the pres- 
ence of a highly visible Jewish figure made it possible for others to pass by 
remaining invisible or by taking a new name, and with it a new identity. Texts 
from the final years of the Weimar period hint that passing became a more ap- 
pealing, even necessary, option as rising antisemitism made it increasingly 
risky to display Jewishness openly. 


Conclusion: German-Jewish Passing 
in Comparative Contexts 


Whereas the four main chapters of this book examine instances when Jewish 
visibility was concealed, revealed, or contested in Weimar Germany, the con- 
cluding chapter remains focused on the 1920s and 1930s but extends its scope 
beyond Germany. Here I consider intersections and similarities between repre- 
sentations of Jewish passing and different models of racial and sexual passing, 
which I argue support a reading of Jewish visibility as gendered, racialized, and 
queer. In order to understand why and when Jewish passing occurred or was re- 
jected in Weimar Germany, it is useful to consider better-known contemporane- 
ous examples of African American passing and queer passing, as well as schol- 
arly work on these subjects that offers a larger framework within which to situate 
German-Jewish passing.' In comparing representations of passing by Jews, Afri- 
can Americans, and queer individuals, it is not my intention to collapse or under- 
mine significant differences between them or the circumstances of their produc- 
tion. On the contrary, I would suggest that key differences offer insight into why 
some groups thematized and criticized passing at length, whereas Weimar Jews 
alluded to it less intensively or more obliquely. Studying passing helps us to un- 
derstand different paths that minority groups took, or might take, toward achiev- 
ing productive forms of visibility and, consequently, better and fuller access to 
civil rights and an overall sense of safety and well-being. 

Historically, in the wider American cultural landscape, the term passing 
has referred to acts carried out by minorities with far fewer legal rights than 
Jews. Passing for White or passing for heterosexual provided professional or 
personal upward mobility or political sanctuary. The secrecy and privacy af- 
forded by passing were prompted by more than a drive to fit in or assimilate: 
racial antisemitism, racism, and homophobia all led to concealed identities. 
Eugenics movements and other attempts to reinforce White supremacy had a 
significant impact on minority groups in both Germany and the United States. 
At the same time that the proto-Nazi movement slowly took root in Germany, 
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the Ku Klux Klan experienced a major resurgence in the United States.” Jews 
and Blacks were similarly targeted in the United States, and German antisemi- 
tism was increasingly contingent on racialized notions of Jewishness. Queer or 
LGBT visibility, too, was—and still is—the subject of persecution on multiple 
levels and put people who were open about sexual difference at risk. In con- 
sulting different accounts of passing, we find motivations for passing as well as 
methods of coming out without forfeiting the rights and protections that pass- 
ing might enable. 

For Weimar Jews, as for others grappling with the perils of being recog- 
nized, writing about the restrictions of “forced” invisibility served as a means 
of heightening awareness of that group’s visibility. Jewish discourses on pass- 
ing, which came to the fore even while Jews made advanced strides toward 
attaining equal legal status and civil rights, suggest that Jews sought visibility 
partly because of the conflicting messages conveyed by the tenuousness of 
their social positions. The impulse for middle-class acceptance and respecta- 
bility in the face of discriminatory measures such as the Jewish census of 1916 
simultaneously informed the desire to blend in and the need to defend civil 
rights—including the right to be publicly visible—by way of a “resolidariza- 
tion” of or renewed focus on Jewish life.” In other words, passing and other 
forms of radical assimilation became more urgent partly because Jews who 
objected to passing politicized the topic through culture. The renewal of Jewish 
cultural identity or “Jewish Renaissance” provided occasions to criticize those 
who passed or rejected Jewishness. Weimar Jews who passed may have hoped 
to circumvent forms of antisemitic discrimination that, legal freedoms notwith- 
standing, still prevented them from rising to the top of a given profession. 

But perhaps it is because Weimar Jews were comparatively well off in 
terms of their legal rights and access to high-level positions that inner-Jewish 
conversations about Jewish passing were more understated than parallel con- 
versations within other minority groups.* Despite the many random acts of 
antisemitic violence in the 1920s and early 1930s, Weimar Jews did not live in 
constant fear of being lynched, blackmailed, arrested, or imprisoned. In the 
years shortly before the Nazi rise to power in 1933, the stakes for German- 
Jewish passing were not as high as the stakes for African Americans or queer 
populations. Afro-Germans and other people of color in Weimar Germany, too, 
often faced more overt forms of racism and discrimination." Both the choice to 
pass and the decision to criticize those who passed took place within a frame- 
work of resistance to social pressures and exclusionary measures rather than in 
response to oppressive legal restrictions. Similarly, when American Jews 
passed or wrote about passing during this period, they did so in response to 
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subtle forms of institutionalized antisemitism, such as more restrictive immi- 
gration laws or university quotas for Jewish students, and not because of laws 
that drastically limited their civil rights. In comparing discussions of Weimar 
Jewish passing with those of racial and sexual passing, it is thus not surprising 
to find fewer, and less conspicuous, deliberations on Jewish passing. 

A comparative approach reveals that representations of Weimar Jewish 
passing possess significant commonalities with texts about passing and visibil- 
ity produced by or for other minority groups. Numerous works associated with 
the Harlem Renaissance condemn arbitrary notions of Blackness and White- 
ness as defined according to visible attributes. Because Jewishness was to 
some extent conceptualized as a distinct race or ethnicity, its perceptibility, too, 
was assessed along racial lines, and Jewish passing narratives similarly decon- 
struct racial stereotypes. At the same time, the ability to recognize Jewishness 
was firmly grounded in a set of coded signifiers that, in some ways, more 
closely parallel those used in establishing queer visibility in a world accus- 
tomed to closetedness. Historian Jennifer Evans has recently made the case for 
avoiding the “expectation of invisibility” in the queering of German history; 
the same could be said of how we read Jewishness.’ Finally, the gendered as- 
pects of Jewish visibility are further entwined with depictions of racial and 
queer visibility, and many passing narratives focus on female characters im- 
bued with the ability to pass. The so-called transformations undergone by 
women who passed also differ to some extent from those of their male counter- 
parts: women are portrayed as more ambiguous, more slippery, and thus better 
able to pass. By focusing on attributes shared by (or distinctive to) representa- 
tions of several forms of passing, we come to a deeper understanding of how 
the quest for visibility affects different minority groups, both historically and 
in the present day.® 


Points of Intersection in African American 
and Jewish Passing Narratives 


African American and Jewish passing narratives reflect the fact that different 
kinds of minority visibility were under scrutiny in the 1920s. When passing 
became the central topic of discussion, it was often the subject of criticism: 
messages about the potential drawbacks of racialized passing abound in Afri- 
can American novels, as in Jewish and other texts produced in Germany and 
the United States. Indeed, Adam Meyer has proposed that a more accurate term 
for the African American passing novel would be the “anti-passing novel,” a 
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term that can apply to any treatment of passing that addresses its harmful ef- 
fects on individuals and their respective communities.’ Similarly tragic conse- 
quences, ranging from ostracism to suicide, befall many characters who pass 
(and their relatives) in both Jewish and African American accounts of passing. 
Some passers—for example, the mother in Jakob Loewenberg’s Der gelbe 
Fleck (The Yellow Badge, 1898/1924; see chapter 4), and Mimi Daquin in 
Walter White’s Flight (1926)—find themselves compelled to return to their 
groups of origin, thereby teaching a lesson about the disadvantages of passing. 
Further, some works criticize passing not only in a narrow sense for one par- 
ticular group but also by taking a stand against the actual phenomenon of pass- 
ing. These works sometimes employ broad, general terms (e.g. “foreigner,” 
“different”) or concepts (victims of historical persecution, mob violence) to 
gesture subtly toward solidarity with other minorities who turn to passing as a 
strategy.!° Writers also align Blacks and Jews less explicitly through parallel 
story lines, or emphasize the common ground within their histories.!! 

The visibility of passers hinged to some extent on how observers inter- 
preted and responded to the signals and codes of would-be passers.!? Some 
believed that certain codes were perceptible only to other group members, or 
were impenetrable to those not “in” on the secret knowledge necessary to de- 
code them.'? Membership supposedly enhanced familiarity with these codes 
and any code-switching that might occur. It was thought to be easier to spot 
Jewishness if one were Jewish, Blackness if one were Black, or queerness if 
one were queer. Jews in Europe and the United States felt that they were well 
equipped to recognize other Jews by way of distinguishing signs.'* In a similar 
vein, Ralph Ellison controversially suggested that Blacks had a special eye to 
detect those who were passing as White.!® Audre Lorde later wrote about her 
search for other Black lesbians, “Doesn’t it take one to know one?”!® Such ar- 
guments hint at essential instincts to see through acts of passing, but they also 
suggest that members of a certain group were more attuned to passing, and that 
outsiders were sometimes oblivious to the symbols used within a group. 

Other writers contested the assertion that membership in a group could 
guarantee the ability to spot a passer by ridiculing the idea that any casual ob- 
server could tell who was passing based on visual characteristics alone. Arthur 
Schnitzler’s Fräulein Else states plainly: “Nobody notices it in me. I’m posi- 
tively blonde.”!?” In Nella Larsen’s Passing, Irene Redfield comments to a 
friend: “Nobody can [tell]. Not by looking. .. . There are ways. But they’re not 
definite or tangible.”'® For the most part, passing narratives reflect the wide- 
spread assumption that other members of a minority group who could identify 
a passer still would not betray that person.!? Those who posed the greatest 
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danger were outsiders who learned to read hidden or subtle codes, particularly 
those who engaged in profiteering or blackmail by exposing those who passed. 

The moral stakes of deception also played an important role in concealing 
Black and Jewish identities. For passing to occur, both deception and a suspen- 
sion of disbelief, or a willingness to categorize someone based on limited in- 
formation, needed to be in place. By this logic, both the passing subject and 
anyone fooled by the passing subject (“the dupe,” in Amy Robinson’s phras- 
ing) were complicit in overlooking missing pieces of the puzzle.” W. E. B. Du 
Bois, in a review of Nella Larsen’s Passing, suggested that many passing nov- 
els were in fact about the moral issue of “a person’s right to conceal the fact 
that he had a grandparent of Negro descent”! Many passing narratives inter- 
rogated precisely these ethical questions: In what cases are lies by silence or 
omission justifiable? How could people live with deceiving members of their 
own family? Is it more acceptable to mislead strangers??? By focusing on the 
consequences or even punishments for passing, literary narratives attempt to 
answer these questions by explaining the reasons why people pass, but never- 
theless promising pain for those who make “wrong” choices about hiding their 
“true” selves. At the same time, they also point a finger at the observer who 
cannot see—or does not look—beyond that which is perceptible to the eye. 

Passing novels of the Harlem Renaissance chronicle the experiences of 
characters whose indeterminate identities straddle, cross, or transgress the 
color line of racial segregation brought about by Jim Crow laws.” Most often 
these characters are light-skinned Black or biracial women who pass for White. 
Other racial, ethnic, sexual, class, and religious identities come into play, but 
usually in connection with the categories of Black and White. Passing for 
White generally necessitates an ongoing performance sustained over time and 
in a new location, often New York City. It demands the invention of a new per- 
sonal history and family tree, the adoption of new attitudes, and an erasure or 
obfuscation of one’s past. For some who pass, fear of discovery extends to 
anxiety about the physical appearance of offspring, a trope linked to notions of 
racial purity that reinforces the randomness of racial visibility and its transmis- 
sion over generations. 

Constructions of Jewish visibility and histories of Jewish persecution in- 
form or provide a counterpoint to notions of African American identity in many 
instances. This is exemplified by one brief mention of a Jew in The Autobiog- 
raphy of an Ex-Colored Man (1912) by James Weldon Johnson (1871-1938): 
“He knew that to sanction Negro oppression would be to sanction Jewish op- 
pression.” Several articles in the Weimar Jewish press contained analogous 
messages about African American identity. A response by Edith Falk to the 
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1928 German translation of Johnson’s autobiography drew a similar parallel: 
“In the struggle for recognition in the global community, both the Jews and the 
Negroes come up against such similar difficulties among those to whom they 
lend their strengths as enrichments.” Anna Nussbaum, who edited Afrika 
singt (Africa Sings, 1929), a selection of German translations of African Amer- 
ican poetry by Johnson, Du Bois, Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Jean 
Toomer, and others that was reviewed in the Jiidische Rundschau, pointed to 
the broad relevance of racial solidarity among Blacks: “A commitment (Be- 
kenntnis) to one’s race irrespective of language, citizenship, and religion seems 
to us to be a productive, creative feeling.””° In her review of this volume, Mar- 
tha Weltsch emphasized the common exilic or diasporic (Golus) experiences of 
African Americans and Jews: “The suffering of a people that lives as a pariah 
among peoples, scorned and trampled, enslaved and shunned, and yet still 
aware of its worth, full of longing for a better life, freedom, spirit, and human- 
ity, and full of pride for the strength and beauty of its own blood—is that not a 
world of emotions and experiences that is akin to ours?””’ The term “pride” is 
especially noteworthy; Weltsch, too, focuses on the importance of “racial con- 
sciousness” (Rassenbewusstsein) more broadly. References to Jewish charac- 
ters in African American literature serve as a reminder of the relevance of the 
Jewish experience for African Americans. Other texts in the German-Jewish 
press demonstrate how Jews portrayed African American experiences as simi- 
larly limited by legal and social restrictions.” 

Racially ambiguous female characters are central to African American 
passing novels, thus establishing a category of women who manipulated (mis)- 
perceptions of themselves in order to avoid discrimination. The most promi- 
nent examples in works by African American authors include Mimi Daquin in 
Walter White’s Flight (1926), Angela Murray in Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum 
Bun (1929), and Clare Kendry in Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929). A contested 
figure, the mixed-race or biracial character—sometimes characterized as a 
“tragic mulatta”—both defies racial stereotypes and subverts them in different 
ways.” Because they are racially indeterminate, these women are portrayed as 
more susceptible to reclassification by themselves or others. Teresa Zackodnik 
has argued that African American women writers portrayed mulatta figures 
who “talked out of both sides of their mouths” and thereby used “double- 
voiced discourse” to reach both African American and White audiences.*° 
Double or dual coding also was a common occurrence among portrayals of and 
by Weimar Jews; Jewishness was often displayed or discussed in hidden ways 
such that it was visible only to those who knew how to perceive it.*! It is not 
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only authorship and audience that are at stake for our purposes but also how all 
of these representations relate to Jewish passing. 

Walter White’s Flight (1926), a clear entreaty for those who could pass to 
remain part of their Black communities of origin, also makes a subtle plea for 
members of Jewish communities to do the same. Walter White (1893-1955), 
who personally was light-skinned and able to pass, was a director of the 
NAACP for several decades. He even worked undercover to investigate activi- 
ties of the Ku Klux Klan.*? White’s background, political involvement, and 
familiarity with African American history are imprinted upon Flight in many 
ways. The novel follows protagonist Mimi Daquin from New Orleans to At- 
lanta, Philadelphia, Harlem, and elsewhere in New York. Mimi’s heritage is 
Creole and African American; she was raised Catholic; her skin is described as 
ivory white, and her hair as reddish gold. Her red-blond hair alone marks her 
as other in both Black and White communities.” Profoundly influenced by the 
terrors she witnessed as a child during the Atlanta race riots of 1906, Mimi 
Daquin does not pass until rumors of her past—she became pregnant but re- 
fused to get married—resurface in Harlem years later. Cast out of Harlem and 
left with no viable alternatives, Mimi passes for White only in the final third of 
the novel; in its last pages, she returns to Harlem. 

Mimi Daquin, who passes for White in order to earn acceptance and a 
better living, finds her parallel in Sylvia Smith, who passes for non-Jewish. 
Mimi also idolizes other New York Jews who do not pass.** Both Mimi and 
Sylvia can pass for French, which elevates them to upper-class status in the 
fashion world, and they find work at an elite French-inspired New York de- 
signer fashion house. Again we see that Frenchness can be a cover for Jewish- 
ness, as for other minority identities. Sylvia also changed her last name, Bern- 
stein, in order to pass. But Sylvia’s name is not the only factor that might 
betray her Jewishness: in explaining her background, White describes how 
Sylvia’s “dark” face bears the very “mark of Israel” that she generally attempts 
to conceal.’ The text racializes the external appearance of both Mimi and Syl- 
via, inviting the reader to understand how both were categorized based on their 
coloring, names, and other intangible elements that recall the stigmatized 
“mark of Cain” (see chapter 1). 

Further, Mimi’s encounters with other Jews intensify with the introduc- 
tion of characters who are both racist and antisemitic. Mimi identifies with the 
“sad, weary faces” of the Lower East Side, who, “like her own race, had known 
bitter persecution.” The older generation of women with “heavy wigs” and 
“men with magnificent beards” in fact “appealed to her more than almost any 
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type she had ever seen.” Mimi’s connection to them grows as her husband, 
Jimmie Forrester, disparages Jews together with other minorities: “This Klan’s 
stirring up things all over—little rough, maybe—but these kikes and Catholics 
and niggers got to be kept under control.” Jimmie’s urge to control both Cath- 
olics and Blacks targets Mimi personally. His inclusion of Jews, a group with 
which Mimi has already aligned herself via Sylvia and visits to the Lower East 
Side, affects Mimi by extension. 

Significantly, attending a show that includes a theatrical blackface perfor- 
mance by a Jew is what first inspires Mimi to put a stop to her own everyday 
performance of Whiteness. While attending this production, which bears simi- 
larities to the play that served as the basis for The Jazz Singer, Mimi’s compan- 
ion comments, “‘the only good spots in the show are the dirty ones,’ furnished 
as they were by a Jewish comedian in blackface.” By implying that there is 
something objectionable—even “dirty”—about Jews performing Blackness to 
entertain predominantly White downtown audiences, Flight triangulates the 
concepts of Jewishness, Blackness, and Whiteness. As constructs, they are 
both dependent on and at odds with each other. Jimmie’s variety of Whiteness 
is achieved in part through a disingenuous appreciation for the performance of 
race, ironically often by Blacks or Jews. Moreover, the Jewish comedian is 
positioned here as one who, by performing Blackness, in fact highlights his 
own Jewishness and otherness with respect to the audience. The unpleasant- 
ness of this display galvanizes Mimi into returning to Harlem. Flight’s pro- 
tagonist learns how to embrace her own culture from both positive and negative 
models of Jewish visibility and authenticity, much like those who engaged with 
Jewish visibility in Germany. 

Much studied and often cited in scholarly conversations about passing, 
Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) offers additional crucial insights into how pass- 
ing endangered those who passed, as well as the vast differences between the 
experiences of passers and those who could pass but did not. The daughter of a 
White Danish mother and a Black West Indian father (who went missing when 
she was young), Nella Larsen (1891-1964) struggled to find acceptance within 
her own family. Eventually she found her way to Harlem.?? Larsen’s Passing 
reflects on racially charged public and private encounters and visual apprais- 
als; it contemplates what it means to wear the mask of a different race in some 
contexts, while removing it in others. The novel is told largely from the per- 
spective of an unreliable narrator, Irene Redfield, who reencounters her child- 
hood friend, Clare Kendry, when both seek relief from the summer heat in a 
restaurant on a hotel rooftop.“ Both Irene and Clare can pass for White, though 
only Clare chooses to pass for an extended period. Irene, in contrast, frowns on 


Conclusion 167 


passing and does so only selectively in certain public social situations.*' When 
Clare falls from a sixth-floor window at the end of the novel, it remains unclear 
whether she falls of her own accord, or perhaps is pushed, either by her own 
husband, Jack, a White racist who had just learned her secret, or by Irene, who 
suspected Clare of having sexual relations with Irene’s husband, Brian (who is 
Black and not able to pass). 

In comparing Larsen’s Passing with German-Jewish passing narratives, 
Larsen’s juxtaposition of two female characters is especially striking. As part of 
its lesson about minority visibility, Larsen’s references to hair and eye color set 
up Irene and Clare as a complex meditation on the stereotypes of the blonde and 
the brunette. In other words, Larsen’s novel about two African American women 
reactivates broader debates about body aesthetics, pitting light coloring that is 
supposedly Northern or Central European against dark coloring associated with 
Eastern Europe, Africa, and many other parts of the world. Similar to the Fam- 
ilienblatt anecdote about the Jewish blonde and brunette who meet in a resort 
town (see chapter 3), and the mother in Loewenberg’s Der gelbe Fleck, Larsen’s 
blonde, Clare, is the least recognizable and thus most likely to capitalize on her 
ability to deceive the viewer. The brunette, in contrast—in this case Irene, who 
has black curly hair and brown eyes—is portrayed as proud and more forthcom- 
ing about her race. A “blonde beauty” with gold hair and ivory skin, Clare has 
no trouble concealing her background, though at one point Irene observes that 
Clare’s black eyes are particularly “exotic” and could be considered “Negro 
eyes.” Clare’s blonde hair, however, aligns her with Europe; that she possesses 
both light and dark features makes her all the more mysterious. Larsen’s de- 
scription of Clare’s eyes recalls numerous descriptions of Jewish women’s dark 
eyes. Indeed, Clare’s conspicuous displays of her beauty and wealth also par- 
allel the allegedly ostentatious displays for which Jewish women were criti- 
cized, and for which African American women, too, sometimes came under fire, 
particularly with respect to bright-colored clothing.“ 

In novels including Flight and Passing, as in Loewenberg’s Der gelbe 
Fleck, passing women stand out in sharp relief against bigoted men. Mixed- 
race female characters who supposedly threaten racial purity are already pass- 
ing when they become romantically involved with racist White men; these men 
prove to be the undoing of the passing personas of Mimi and Clare. In Loewen- 
berg’s drama, in contrast, the mother only passes for non-Jewish after her mar- 
riage to a Christian man meets with disapproval. She keeps her secret not from 
her husband, but from her children. Whereas Loewenberg’s mother takes the 
risk of revealing her Jewishness to her children, the protagonists of 1920s pass- 
ing novels by African American authors tend to avoid confrontation and do not 
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voluntarily come out as Black to their family members, but rather attempt to 
release themselves from the bonds of passing through other means. 

In all of these narratives, female characters take the lead in grappling with 
whether to pass in part as a means to marry both out and up, though they pay a 
high price for leaving family and other ties behind. Women have had greater 
access to upward mobility via marriage throughout history. Their bodies and 
self-expression serve as sites for the performance of Blackness/Whiteness or 
Jewishness/non-Jewishness, both in life and in literature. But whether Black 
passing for White, or Jewish passing for non-Jewish, most women in passing 
narratives eventually become discontented and undergo some kind of return to 
their previous lives. Until this return occurs, the risk of being discovered hov- 
ers over the female passing subject, who is faulted and punished for her change- 
ability.“ In many stories, male characters who suddenly learn that their loved 
ones were passing become angry, violent, and unpredictable. Because of their 
supposed fluidity and consequent opportunities to pass, women were tasked 
with making choices that would model pride and public visibility for others in 
their respective minority groups. Proud New Women figures (including the 
New Negro Woman and the New Jewish Woman) represent the opposite of 
concealment and passing.* Their existence challenges the notion that passing 
was considered acceptable by all women who could pass. Just as gender fig- 
ures into racial passing, gendered aspects of visibility are also intertwined with 
sexual passing. 


Reading the Codes: Parallels between 
Queer Passing and German-Jewish Passing 


Sexual or queer passing was extremely common in the early twentieth century, 
and finding a way to come out without endangering the self posed a constant 
challenge to populations of sexual minorities who had long been considered 
invisible. Gender, too, was an important piece of this puzzle, due to widespread 
blurring of gender and sexuality in the early twentieth century, as well as a dif- 
ferent kind of passing that occurred during and after the First World War, when 
women assumed new gender roles to achieve greater equality.“ In Germany, 
Paragraph 175 of the German Criminal Code made homosexual acts illegal 
beginning in 1871, which led to the active persecution of men who engaged in 
homosexual conduct. Such restrictive laws and punitive measures created a 
need for queer scenes to exist mainly behind closed doors—in nightclubs and 
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other private meeting spaces, for example—even while public displays of sex 
and sexuality proliferated and became more widely accepted.“ 

At the same time, modern impulses for self-expression offered harsh crit- 
icisms of the legal and social policies that made closetedness necessary. As 
queer scenes flourished in the Weimar period, the notion of rejecting sexual 
passing in favor of coming out in certain contexts gained momentum, and even 
supposedly secret clubs were well known and frequented by both locals and 
tourists. Weimar Germany thus saw parallel periods of queer and Jewish flour- 
ishing during which queer and Jewish communities deemed passing a neces- 
sary evil in some cases, yet encouraged subtle forms of visibility at the right 
time and in the right place. The complex coding used to display sexual identi- 
ties was similar in many ways to signs that indicated Jewishness. Identifying 
members of a particular group required both literacy in this set of codes and 
occasions to see them. 

Because both Jewishness and queerness have been posited as forms of 
difference that are not presumed to be immediately visible on the body, con- 
sciously displayed visual or behavioral coding becomes necessary in order to 
signify these identities. For centuries, sumptuary laws dictated that European 
Jews be marked as such with a yellow badge, hat, or white collar; only in the 
modern period did Jews begin to regulate external displays of Jewishness. 
Whereas the traditional dress associated with East European Jews served as an 
obvious marker for some, other Weimar Jews relied on material signifiers in- 
cluding badges and uniforms, and Jewish periodicals that they carried or read 
openly. In queer communities, coding took different forms, for example: non- 
traditional gender presentation (masculine women or feminine men) via cloth- 
ing, hairstyles, or accessories such as monocles; subscribing to queer periodi- 
cals including Die Freundin (The Girlfriend), Gargonne, or Der Eigene (The 
Unique One); and mentioning coded terms including the word Freundin and 
the names of particular venues.” Some of these forms of coding, such as 
women with short hair, seemed unremarkable in light of larger Weimar trends. 
As one scholar has noted, “inconspicuous passing was not forbidden.”S Other 
forms of coding were more noticeable and came with greater risk. 

Many queer studies scholars proceed from the assumption that a would-be 
passer is actively involved in the process of choosing when and how to reveal 
sexuality in either coded or overt forms, a notion that is contingent on queer 
subjects having the ability to pass. Eve Sedgwick, for example, draws on Michel 
Foucault to point out that closetedness is itself a performance initiated by the 
speech act of silence.°! This multilayered silence, however, may be regulated or 
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controlled by others operating either within or outside of the queer community. 
Additionally, some individuals may have been unable or less able to conceal 
sexual difference. Other scholars have advocated for reading queer visibility in 
conjunction with racial visibility and Blackness, thereby making the case that 
“multiple axes of oppression” taken together can expand our understanding of 
the circumstances for the concealment and display of different identities." Just 
as including racialized Black (or Brown) bodies may complicate the visibility of 
certain queer figures, it is also worth considering to what extent racialized Jew- 
ish bodies come into play. In the case of someone who is immediately taken for 
Jewish based on physical characteristics, is that person’s Jewishness more visi- 
ble than his or her sexuality? Likewise, if a Jew cultivates the ability to pass for 
a non-Jew, is that person better equipped to conceal a given sexuality?°° In ad- 
dition to intersections of queer and Black or Jewish visibility, it remains crucial 
to consider the power of the individual to determine both subjectivity and visi- 
bility, and to remember that queer (in)visibility may not always have been a 
choice, either due to legal restrictions or to other ways in which queerness might 
have been imprinted or projected onto the body. 

Historically, rejecting queer passing was not always a viable option. 
Rather, passing was seen as a necessity for those who potentially would face 
imprisonment or worse if reported to the authorities. Blackmail was extraordi- 
narily common, as illustrated in the “education film (Aufklärungsfilm)” Anders 
als die Andern (Different from the Others, 1919).>* This film, which was di- 
rected by Richard Oswald (who also directed Dreyfus, 1930), was among the 
first films to deal openly with homosexuality. Oswald collaborated with 
German-Jewish sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld (1868-1935), who was rela- 
tively open about his own homosexuality. Hirschfeld estimated that one out of 
three homosexuals had been blackmailed.*> Like cultural works from this pe- 
riod that deal with Jewish and racial passing, Anders als die Andern considers 
suicide as a possible ramification of queer passing or forced closetedness. The 
film’s protagonist, Paul Körner, reads in the newspaper about others—a factory 
owner, a respected judge, a student—who commit such an “incomprehensible 
deed” (suicide) just before a wedding day or on other occasions for “unknown 
reasons.” Instead of introducing suicide later in the narrative, the film opens 
with this problem and works backward, thus boldly confronting the fact that 
queer individuals from all walks of life might be susceptible to acts of harm. 

The recuperation of both queer sexualities and Jewishness involved pro- 
nouncing them respectable, untainted identities that did not need to be con- 
cealed. Anders als die Andern brings to light the specific experiences of homo- 
sexual men as an oppressed group.’ The Jewishness of the film’s creators 
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remains unstated, yet perhaps informed their attention to minority visibility on 
some level. Magnus Hirschfeld elsewhere wrote that he felt stigmatized as a 
Jew; Jews were especially visible insofar as they were disproportionately rep- 
resented among doctors and sexologists.°’ The reception of Anders als die An- 
dern, too, was bound up with antisemitic reactions and sparked a discussion 
about homosexuality and Jewishness in the journal Film-Kurier.°® The film’s 
intertitles advocate plainly for the acceptance of homosexuality: “Love for 
one’s own sex can be just as pure and noble as that for the opposite sex. This 
orientation is to be found among many respectable people in all levels of soci- 
ety.” The words used here to justify and instill pride in homosexuality are the 
same terms found in German-Jewish self-defense discourses that described 
Jews as “purely expressive” and “noble of race” in response to antisemitic al- 
legations.® Passing is not referenced explicitly; the desire for the freedom to 
fully embrace one’s identity is analogous to resisting instructions to conceal, 
cover, or pass. 

Even while they sometimes advocated for queer visibility, Magnus 
Hirschfeld and his Institut fiir Sexualwissenschaft (Institute for Sexual Sci- 
ence), founded in 1919, also offered guidance for those who wanted or needed 
to pass. During the First World War, Hirschfeld instructed queer individuals, as 
well as heterosexual women, to help them enter the military and pass as “nor- 
mal” soldiers. The term transvestite entered the popular lexicon in conjunc- 
tion with Hirschfeld’s 1910 work, Die Transvestiten (The Transvestites), which 
theorized the spectrum of individuals who cross-dressed. Accounts of both 
male-to-female and female-to-male passing appeared with some frequency in 
the mainstream Germany media of the 1920s.°! Hirschfeld also pioneered sex 
changes for hermaphrodites (intersex) and transgender people. Sander Gil- 
man has argued that the 1907 memoir of N. O. Body (1885-1956; pseudonym 
of Karl M[artha] Baer), who was born with ambiguous genitalia and later 
worked with Hirschfeld to undergo a gender reassignment process, contains a 
“double passing” insofar as it further conceals the author’s Jewish background 
by describing it as “exotic” and “French.”® Both terms instantly mark the au- 
thor of this memoir as someone who inhabited a marginal position in German 
society; for a reader accustomed to looking for double meanings, it would be 
possible to interpret “exotic” and “French” as code for Jewish. 

Anxieties about antisemitic and homophobic backlash contributed to the 
self-presentation and self-monitoring of both Jewish and queer communities. 
In the same way that Jews advised each other to avoid jewelry and other dis- 
plays of opulence, select queer communities engaged in self-policing to make 
certain that their peers avoided excess and appeared respectable in public. His- 
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torian Laurie Marhoefer points out that for some homosexual men this meant 
engaging in commercial sex to keep their sex lives secret and thereby minimize 
the risk of blackmail or arrest. Middle-class women, as historian Marti Lybeck 
has noted, were similarly worried about respectability, and advertisements for 
lesbian bars assured readers that their events were “restrained and dignified.”™ 
In the case of transvestites, as Marhoefer and Katie Sutton have shown, appear- 
ing respectable involved embracing simple, elegant bourgeois fashion—and 
rejecting gaudy jewelry—in order to achieve “gender authenticity.” At other 
times, it entailed emphasizing that only select people should appear at public 
events, namely those who would be sure to refrain from open displays of desire 
in mixed company. Lybeck suggests that at events of the German League for 
Human Rights, for example, only “respectable and impeccable (einwandfrei)” 
people were welcome, which excluded both homosexuals and prostitutes. 
These acts of self-policing also recall the notion that members of a group were 
best qualified to detect passing. Those who could detect passers were charged 
with helping them stay “in the closet” so as not to invite negative attention to 
the group as a whole. This was accomplished not only by passing as non- 
Jewish, as White, or as nonqueer, but also by passing as an upstanding member 
of the middle class, another privileged group that at times was grossly inhospi- 
table to minorities. 

Because public spaces required caution, private gatherings figured as 
“safe spaces.” Just as Weimar Jews sought out Jewish-friendly spaces where 
they could openly display Jewishness, queer individuals in Weimar Germany 
also frequented locations where they did not need to pass, such as rooms in 
private organizations that supported them. Berlin’s nightlife also provided par- 
ticularly rich access to queer meeting spots and places of encounter, including 
scores of bars and underground clubs frequented by different social groups 
(Hirschfeld estimated that there were roughly 100 gay bars by 1923); the most 
famous was perhaps the Eldorado, a nightclub popular among transvestites, 
artists, and tourists that was immortalized in the writings of Klaus Mann and 
Christopher Isherwood.°’ But these spaces provided only limited protections. 
Because members of certain organizations feared being outed, some organiza- 
tions began addressing members by pseudonyms and sending mail in plain 
envelopes.® Such actions parallel those of the secret Jewish Defense Service 
that attempted to cover its tracks entirely, yet they stand in contrast to the posi- 
tion taken by Jewish editors who advocated proudly displaying Jewish peri- 
odicals in public despite the risks.” These and other measures suggest a greater 
sensitivity to—or simply more dire consequences for—being outed as queer. 

Other queer-themed films of Weimar cinema, too, serve as reflections of 
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the anxieties surrounding minority visibility and coming out. Whereas displays 
of Jewishness on screen were often relatively subtle (or antisemitic), perfor- 
mances of gender inversions regularly took center stage in Weimar culture, and 
questions of how to reveal homosexual or homoerotic identities also made their 
way to the screen. Alexander Doty has argued that heterocentrist films and 
other texts can provide a glimpse into “queer moments” that stand in contrast 
to, but often operate within, the nonqueer.”’ In other words, queer moments 
might pass as nonqueer within a larger plot or framework. Such films as Ich 
möchte kein Mann sein (I Don’t Want to Be a Man; Lubitsch, 1918) and Der 
Geiger von Florenz (Impetuous Youth; literally: The Fiddler from Florence; 
Czinner, 1926)—both made by Jewish directors in Germany—suggest a fasci- 
nation with these moments as exemplified by cross-dressing subjects in popu- 
lar culture.’”! These films demonstrate how far gender-bending masquerades 
could go, while at the same time alluding to the homoerotic impulses behind 
some instances of cross-dressing and drag. It is not clear whether the relation- 
ships that evolve between cross-dressing female-to-male subjects and their 
male counterparts demonstrate the abilities of these counterparts to see through 
acts of passing, or whether the men are in fact attracted to (women passing as) 
men.” Passing itself becomes a cover for queerness: the observer who pretends 
not to see or who cannot detect the passer becomes aligned with queer desire. 

Jewish passing and queer passing bore many similarities in the early 
twentieth century, from the performance of specific codes in public or in pri- 
vate, to the manipulation of otherness such that it was less visible at certain 
times. The threat of public attacks, humiliation, and shame led members of 
these and other minority groups to contemplate suicide, as reflected in cultural 
representations of their struggles with coming out, even to family and close 
friends. Both groups underwent processes of self-policing with the goal of en- 
suring a greater degree of protection for the Jewish or queer population as a 
whole. Choosing to perform or display one’s Jewishness or queerness, when it 
was a choice, was directly linked to potential consequences. Yet even while 
passing provided a kind of sanctuary at times, cultural texts by and for mem- 
bers of Jewish and queer communities suggest that passing often was accom- 
panied by a counterimpulse for visibility and the desire to be known as oneself. 


Weimar Jews developed and instructed each other in subtle codes that would 
make them recognizable to other Jews. To be sure, most Jews were familiar 
with how to alter or present their appearance and behavior in order to pass for 
non-Jews, but many never took these measures, and some engaged in only 
certain practices at designated times. Others passed or covered on some level, 
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whether by modifying racialized indicators of stereotypical Jewishness (dyed 
hair, nose jobs) or by downplaying performative aspects of Jewishness (exag- 
gerated gestures, overt expressions of religious observance) in public. Still, 
even those who passed or covered may have demonstrated affiliation with Jew- 
ish communities in other ways, perhaps by continuing to prioritize Jewishness 
in Jewish-friendly spaces away from the public eye. Cultural texts and other 
examples from this period suggest some Jews wore subtle markers of Jewish- 
ness that could be seen only by those trained to see them, from inconspicuous 
badges to barely detectable head coverings. 

The history of the Jewish quest to be seen, and at times to be invisible, is 
one that intersects and parallels similar pursuits by other minority groups in the 
early twentieth century. By examining these struggles together, we stand to 
gain a more precise grasp of how members of minority populations worked to 
construct the definitions and boundaries that shaped each group’s visibility. 
The recurrence of cultural narratives about African American, queer, and Jew- 
ish passing hints at an imperative for minority visibility that was complicated 
by historical events, legal and sociocultural restrictions, and the emergence of 
a modern sense of pride among stigmatized groups. Racism, racial and other 
forms of antisemitism, and homophobia served as reasons to pass in many in- 
stances. Internalized forms of discrimination and the drive to get ahead person- 
ally or professionally led other individuals to pass either selectively or on a 
more permanent basis. An awareness of how other minorities approached their 
unprivileged positions, or attempted to gain power through passing, circulated 
through and with cultural texts and responses to them. In short: Jewish passing 
did not occur in a vacuum, nor did resistance to Jewish passing emerge entirely 
independent from other influences. The history of German-Jewish passing is 
both representative of and intertwined with the histories of other movements 
geared toward minority visibility and acceptance. Scholars of African Ameri- 
can studies and queer studies, among other fields, may find it useful to consider 
how elements of the Weimar Jewish experience could inform projects on other 
minority groups. 

From the history of German-Jewish passing, as well as its connections to 
other forms of passing in the early twentieth century, we also gain insight into 
resonances for present-day discourses of minority visibility. These conversa- 
tions are all the more urgent in an age when acts of violence regularly take 
Black, Brown, and queer lives in the United States. The politically divisive 
events of 2016 have empowered the Ku Klux Klan and other White supremacy 
groups in new ways, and Jews, Muslims, people of color, LGBT individuals, 
and other minorities may find themselves revisiting questions of visibility in 
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the interest of self-protection. Antisemitic violence has also escalated in Eu- 
rope in recent years—especially in France and the U.K., but also in Germany— 
and whether twenty-first-century Europe is safe for Jews is a matter of ongoing 
debate and concern, particularly with the rise of several right-wing political 
parties. With the benefit of hindsight, many scholars scour the years that pre- 
ceded the Holocaust for portentous signs of what was to come. Antisemitic ri- 
ots and attacks, but also different Jewish impulses to blend in during the Wei- 
mar era, sometimes are taken as indications of undeniable discord. In fact, 
historically significant years, especially 1929 and 1933, are often invoked in 
discussions about where European Jews stand today, and whether Jews world- 
wide should take precautions to conceal Jewishness.’* However, I would like to 
suggest that we also have much to learn by studying historical counter-impulses 
for Jewish visibility, which teach us that the Weimar Republic was more than a 
brief period in which discriminatory measures anticipated far more extreme 
Nazi acts of persecutions and violence. Rather, the years from 1919 to 1933 
represent a distinct era of resistance to everyday oppressions and humiliations, 
and of searching for chances to be open about Jewishness in public. 

The choice to display Jewishness, as well as other minority identities that 
were not readily legible, was—and is—bound up with the expectation that 
someone else would be able and would choose to see it. To be unable to see a 
Black woman or man whose skin does not appear black, or a queer individual 
whose difference is not perceptible, is not only the “fault” of the unseen subject 
but also of the observer with a limited understanding of how to discern Black- 
ness or queerness. This also applies to Jewishness, though, as this book dem- 
onstrates, historical perceptions of Jewish appearance were less stable or even 
illusory, and determining how to identify Jews was often half the battle for the 
observer. In teaching readers how to see Jewishness, Weimar Jewish texts both 
deconstructed notions of racialized visibility and established insider codes 
similar to those used to establish queer visibility, as well as appropriate times 
and places to make use of them. Whether these codes were detected hinged on 
observers (some Jewish, many non-Jewish) who either read or ignored various 
signs of Jewishness. The same holds true today: to act as educated observers, 
we must probe beyond what is immediately visible to perceive forms of differ- 
ence that might otherwise escape notice. We must learn not only to read the 
codes, but also to be receptive to their presence. 
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the Cantor’s Son, 49, 50 

Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums (Universal 
Jewish Newspaper), 118, 223n92 

Alsace-Lorraine, 45-46 

Das alte Gesetz (The Ancient Law; Dupont), 
77,81 

Altenloh, Emilie, 214n127 

American Jews, 160-61; passing, 15; status 
of, 68, 186n74, 227n23 

Amsel, Lena, 121-22, 224n107 

Anders als die Andern (Different from the 
Others; Oswald), 92, 170-71 


androgyny, 91 

animal classification, 41, 197073 

anthropological studies, 35-36 

antisemitism, 3-4, 29-30, 36-37, 83, 171, 
174-75, 192n9, 211n84; attacks, 93, 99, 
123-27; boycotts, 54-56; as cause of Jew- 
ish passing, 6, 62, 127, 133, 138, 158; 
claims of Jewish racial inferiority, 38-40, 
51; criticism of hidden Jewishness, 9, 70, 
142; in film portrayals of Jewishness, 77- 
81; resistance to, 29, 52, 61, 92, 197n69, 
220n50; in resorts, III; violence, riots, 
and pogroms, 10-12, 99-102, 160, 175, 
236n32. See also yellow badge 

appearance: ambiguous (of women), 97-98, 
132, 164-68; “Aryan,” 13, 98; in early 
modern period, 181n32; European, 33, 40; 
exotic, 28, 44-45, 47, 74, 105, 148, 167, 
171; French, 45-46, 51, 165, 171; genteel 
or refined, 97, 106-7, III, 114, 123, 126, 
154, 157, 175, 221n65; German, 36, 40, 
42, 45, 52; Italian, 46, 51; Mediterranean, 
31, 46, 51, 73; “non-Aryan,” 42; Oriental, 
27-28, 34, 41, 191n4; and racial differ- 
ence, 28-51; “Semitic,” 50, 187n87. See 
also beauty; coloring; facial features 

Arendt, Hannah, 216n152 

Ariane (Czinner), 200n100 

Arm wie eine Kirchenmaus (Poor as a Church 
Mouse; Oswald), 93, 153, 232ngI 

Arnheim, Rudolf, 80, 93 

Arnim, Achim von, 9, 31, 103, 182n41 

Arno, Bruno, 143-44, 147, 150 

Arno, Siegfried, 79, 84, 90, 91, 150, 2I3NIII 

Asch, Adolph, 106-7, 153, 219n46, 220n50 

Aschheim, Steven, 177n4, 183n44 
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Ashkenazi, Ofer, 92, 184n57 

Ashkenazic Jews, 15, 198n78 

assimilation, 5, 18-19, 37, 39, 56, 131, 150, 
157; appearance of, 61-62; radical, 2, 5, 
129, 138, 160, 189n74; Western Jews, 44— 
45, 50, 59. See also acculturation 

Association of Rabbis, 107 

athletes, 54, 64, 87. See also sports 

audiences. See spectators 

Auslander, Leora, 15, 178n7 

Austria, 14, 110, 126, 195n47 

authenticity, 139, 149, 166 

authentic Jewishness, 59, 69, 147, 212n95; 
East European as, 43-45, 49-51, 130, 144, 
147, 151; in films, 82, 89, 95 


Bab, Julius, Schauspieler und Schaukunst 
(Actors and the Art of Acting), 71 

Badenia Heidelberg (student group), 52, 
202n124 

badges, 56, 174, 181n30; military, 51, 54, 55, 
58. See also yellow badge 

Badt-Strauss, Bertha, 46, 73, 223n96 

Baeck, Leo, 110 

Baer, Karl M[artha], 171 

Baker, Josephine, 117 

Balzac, Honoré de, Colonel Chabert, 152, 
230n64, 231n78 

baptism, 8, 62, 139 

Bard, Maria, 149, 154, 155 

Barkai, Avraham, 184n52, 231n84 

Bar Kochba Berlin (sports club), 54, 64, 101 

Battleship Potemkin (Eisenstein), 144 

Baum, Vicki, Menschen im Hotel (Grand 
Hotel), 118 

beards, 44, 86, 146, 165 

“beautiful Jewess,” 45 

beauty, 34, 36, 44-45, 108; contests, 40, 41, 
191n4 

beauty queens, 64, 99, 117, 123-26 

Bekenntnis (confession), 1—2, 42, 164 

Beller, Steven, 185n65 

Benjamin, Walter, 178n6 

Berger, Ludwig, 233n102 

Bergner, Elisabeth, 47, 71, 72, 115, 116, 148, 
200n100, 232n95 

Bering, Dietz, 142 

Berkowitz, Michael, 2, 197n68 

Berlin, 4; antisemitic violence, 99-102; gay/ 
lesbian clubs, 172 (see also queer scenes); 


Jewish community, 10-12, 11, 67, 72, 73, 
75, 183n49, 207n39; Kurfürstendamm 
(boulevard), 100-102, 109-10; Scheunen- 
viertel district, 10, 77, 100, 183n50 

Berlin-Alexanderplatz (Jutzi), 154 

Berliner Börsen-Zeitung, 67 

Berliner jüdische Zeitung, 83 

Berliner Tageblatt, 67 

Bernauer, Rudolf, 47, 73, 209n62 

Bettauer, Hugo, Die Stadt ohne Juden (The 
City without Jews), 32 

Bial, Henry, 63, 178n6 

biblical references: Cain: hair color, 236n33; 
mark of, 33-34, 137, 165; Esther, 120-21, 
123, 223n99, 224n102; Judas, 236n33 

Bihlmaier’s Institute for Cosmetic Surgery, 
22,23 

biology and race. See race; racial science 

biracial identity, 164, 167 

Birnbaum, Menachem, 74, 138 

Birnbaum, Uriel, 74 

bisexuals, 239n66. See also queer passing 

blackface minstrelsy, 82, 84, 166, 213n109 

blackmail, 170, 238n55 

Blackness: as fixed construct, 16, 161; and 
Jews, 31-32; performance of, 84, 166, 
168; and queer visibility, 170, 238n52; 
transformations of, 32-33 

Blacks, 39; compared to Jews, 48, 138, 163- 
64, 185n62, 186n82; German perceptions 
of; hair color and texture, 48, 200n108; 
jazz musicians, 82-84; Jews passing for, 
84; New Negro Woman, 168, 237n46; 
passing for White (see African American 
racial passing); use of term, 179n15 

Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel; von Stern- 
berg), 117, 150 

Bloch, Ernst, 204n9 

blondness, 13, 44, 47, 93-94, 97-98, 115, 
132, 134, 167, 199n93, 217n6; “blond 
type,” 36 

blood and race, 16, 38, 195n52. See also 
racial science 

blue and white symbols, 12, 51, 53, 58 

Body, N. O., 171 

Bohemia, 110, 113 

Bondy, Kurt, 143 

Boyarin, Daniel, 7 

Boyarin, Jonathan, 7 

Brahm, Otto, 71, 72 


Bratter, Carl A., 81, 211n94 

Brennende Grenze (Aftermath; Waschneck), 
78, 80 

Brenner, Michael, 2, 12, 195n47 

Breslau, 43, 68, 99 

Britain, 15, 186n73, 238n49 

Brod, Max, 133, 221nn70-71; Jiidinnen 
(Jewesses), 24, 99, 112-14, 117, 222n80 

Brownshirts, 100. See also Nazi Germany 

Bruckner, Ferdinand, Die Verbrecher (The 
Criminals), 153, 231n85 

brunettes, 48, 97-98, 167; “brunette type,” 36 

Brunner, Constantin, 39, 197073 

Buber, Martin, 12, 45, 49, 65, 113, 195n52, 
201n117, 204n9, 221n7I 

Bubikopf wigs, 57-58, 59 

Budapest, 14, 124 

Buerkle, Darcy, 2, 28, 140, 228n37 

Butler, Judith, 18 

B.Z. am Mittag, 67, 149 


cabaret, 77, 105, 117, 153, 212n95, 224n103. 
See also dancers 

Cabaret (Fosse), 239n67 

Cahnman, Werner (Cahnmann), 42, 198n78, 
223n98 

Cain (biblical), 236n33; mark of, 33-34, 137, 
165 

Callmann, Walter, 218n25 

Canetti, Elias, 4, 142 

caricatures and cartoons, 49-51, 50, 136, 
148, 151, 153; antisemitic, 103-5, 104, 
183n50; in films, 77; grotesque images of 
Jewish bodies, 32, 49, 50 

census (1916), 4, 155-56, 160 

Central European women, coloring, 28 

Centralverein (CV), 12, 39-42, 54, 56, IOI, 
133, 197n69; on antisemitic summer re- 
sorts, 97; and assimilation, 61; and Jewish 
visibility, 105-8; “Office Wilhelmstraße,” 
218n19; protests against Jewish jokes, 77, 
106 

Chad Gadjo (One Kid; Pinschewer), 73-75 

chameleonic tendencies, 15, 18, 70, 129-30, 
154, 225nI 

changeability, 47, 168 

Chaplin, Charlie, 229n61 

Chekhov, Anton, 144-48; “Romance with a 
Double Bass,” 144, 229n51; “Rothschild’s 
Fiddle,” 144-45 
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circumcision, 6-7, 13, 30, 37, 180n25 

Clauß, Ludwig Ferdinand, 196n64; Von 
Seele und Antlitz der Rassen und Völker 
(On the Soul and Face of Races and Peo- 
ples), 39 

closetedness (being in the closet), 68, 161, 
169-70; and racialized bodies, 170, 
238n52. See also queer passing 

clothing, 51, 56-57, 167. See also fashion 

codes and coding, 9, 27, 51, 58-59, 110, 131, 
134, 145, 148-49, 154, 161-63, 169-75, 
229n61; double coding, 63, 178n6; dual 
coding, 2-3, 21, 164, 178n6 

code-switching, 162, 178n6 

Cologne, 99-100 

colonialist racial dichotomies, 31 

coloring, 28-29, 35-36, 42, 142, 165, 167; 
“blond” and “brunette” types, 36 (see also 
blondness; brunettes); dark, 31-36, 43-47, 
46, 51, 91, 113, 198n80, 199n93; light, 98, 
113, 115, 123, 126. See also eye color; 
hair color; skin color 

colors, symbolic, 51. See also blue and white; 
yellow badge 

Colpet, Max. See Kolpenitzky, Max 

comedy, 77. See also caricatures and car- 
toons; jokes 

coming out, 2, 3, 16, 168-69, 173; as Jewish, 
20, 61-95, 135; LGBT, 169; reactions to, 
62. See also outing of Jews; visibility 

conservative Jewish groups, 108-9 

conspicuousness, 102-10, 130, 134, 167 

consumers, 69-70 

conversion to Christianity, 4, 31, 138-40, 
157, 192n17, 227n25; and acculturation, 
8-9; rates of, 182n37 

conversos, 19. See also marranos 

counterpublic, 63 

courts, 156-57 

covering, 14, 114, 130, 173, 227n25; defini- 
tion, 5-6; by Jewish women, 64, 68, 97— 
99; as protection, 7 

Craft, Ellen and William, 179n16 

cross-dressing, 171, 173 

crypto-Jews, 19. See also marranos 

curly hair, 47-48 

CV. See Centralverein 

C.V.-Zeitung (Centralverein newspaper), 47, 
67, 79, 81, 83, IOI, 107, 110, 133, 141, 
151; circulation, 205n24 
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Czechoslovakia, 15, 110, III, 113 
Czellitzer, Arthur, 228n41 


dancers, 99, 117-23, 222n88, 222n91 

dancing, 146 

dark coloring, 31-36, 43-47, 46, 51, 91, 113, 
198n80, 199n93 

dark hair, 28, 46-48, 51, 97-98, 115, 122-23, 
167 

Dark/Light dichotomy, 29, 43-51 

David, Gertrud, Ein Freitag Abend (One Fri- 
day Night), 86 

deception, 5, 130-31, 141, 148, 163 

Demetrescu, Magda, 126 

detecting Jewishness. See recognition 

Deutsche Zeitung (right-wing newspaper), 
83 

diaspora, 164, 233n1 

Dietrich, Marlene, 117 

difference. See Jewishness; racial otherness; 
sexual difference 

discrimination, 3, 62, 68, 160, 174-75; avoid- 
ance of, 46 

Disraeli (Green), 81, 86 

Disraeli (play), 213n115 

Disraeli, Benjamin, 86 

d’Israeli, Isaac, Genius of Judaism, 225n1 

dissimilation, 4 

Dix, Otto, 239n67 

Doane, Mary Ann, 88, 190n121 

Dohm, Christian Wilhelm von, Uber die 
biirgerliche Verbesserung der Juden (On 
the Civic Improvement of the Jews), 30- 
31 

Dolezal, Rachel, 190n115 

Doppelconference (cabaret dialogue), 
153 

double coding, 63, 178n6. See also dual 
coding 

double consciousness, 178n6 

downpassing, 189nI15 

drag, 173 

Dreyfus (Oswald), 13, 63, 92-95, 94, 156, 
215n140, 215n148 

Dreyfus, Lucie, 93-95, 216n157 

Dreyfus Affair, 37 

Die dritte Eskadron (The Third Squadron; 
Wilhelm), 78-79 

dual coding, 2-3, 21, 164, 178n6 

Du Bois, W.E.B., 163-64, 178n6 


Durchlaucht Radieschen (His Highness, the 
Radish; Eichberg), 79-80 

Dymow, Ossip, 193n34; “The Symbol,” 
34 


East European Jews (Ostjuden), 34, 43-51, 
150, 158, 169, 191n4, 226n19, 229n61; as 
authentic, 43-45, 49-51, 130, 144, 147, 
151; in Berlin, 10; coloring, 28, 36, 43, 91, 
113; and German Jews, 105, 130, 133-34 
(see also West European Jews); violent at- 
tacks against, 100; women, 28, 99 

East/West dichotomy, 29, 43-51, 110-17, 
221n68 

Efron, John, 36, 178n6, 191n4 

Der Eigene (The Unique One), 169 

Eine Reise durch Paldstina (A Journey 
through Palestine), 87 

Ein Freitag Abend (One Friday Night; Da- 
vid), 86 

Eldorado (nightclub), 172, 239n67 

Eliot, George, Daniel Deronda, 227n21 

Elkind, Arkadius, 36 

Ellison, Ralph, 162, 235n15 

embodied signifiers of Jewishness, 29-43. 
See also appearance; coloring 

encounter, moments of, 3, 6, 20, 24, 27-28, 
44-45, 59, 66, 166. See also coming out; 
outing of Jews; surprise; cinematic, 63, 80, 
89, 95; and misrecognition, 130-31 (see 
also mistaken identity); in resort towns, 
110-17; in safe spaces, 172 (see also 
Jewish-friendly spaces; safe spaces) 

Endelman, Todd, 14, 15, 138, 180n17 

Entartete Musik (Degenerate Music), 83 

Erdman, Harley, 211n82, 213n115 

Eretz Israel (Palestine film), 87 

Esberg family, 111, 172 

Eschelbacher, Max, 13 

Esther (biblical queen), 120-21, 123, 223n99, 
224n102 

Esther/Die Tänzerin (The Dancer; Krämer), 
20, 117-20, 123, 223nn92-93, 223n100, 
224n107 

eugenics, 30, 159, 234n6 

events, Jewish cultural, 67-70 

exaggeration, 21, 49, 59, 77, 79-81, 84, 86, 
89, 91, 94-95, 103, 150; movements/ges- 
tures, 174, 211n86 (see also gestures) 

excess, 7, 23, 98, 103-5, I7I 


exclusion, 3-4, 157, 160. See also discrimi- 
nation; rights and privileges 

exotic, 28, 44-45, 47, 74, 105, 148, 167, 171 

Expressionism, 34, 70, 74, 122 

eye color, 28, 42, 46, 167. See also coloring 


facial features, 103, 134, 142, 156, 157; 
beards, 44, 86, 146, 165; noses, 38, 86, 
103, 104, 113, 134, 156, 157, 195n50. See 
also appearance 

Falk, Edith, 163 

Falkenstein, Julius, 149, 151, 155, 157, 
233n102 

Fanon, Frantz, 186n82 

Farkas, Karl, 153 

fashion, 23-25, 29, 45, 97, 103-10, 212n96; 
elegant, 172; Konfektion (ready-to-wear), 
82; live shows, 81-82; traditional Jewish, 
108-9, 169 

Fauset, Jessie Redmon, 234n10; Plum Bun, 
18, 164, 236n34 

feminists, 68, 118 

femme fatale, 198n80 

Ferber, Edna, Show Boat, 17 

films, 63, 75-95, 131-41, 143-58, 170-73; 
American, on Jewish acculturation, 81-84; 
anti-Nazi, 93, 215n148; female spectators, 
88-95; Jewish female characters, 78, 88— 
95; Jewish male stereotypes, 78, 80, 88; 
Jewish stereotypes in, 77-81, 151; Nazi 
propaganda, 151-52, 155; “Palestine 
films,” 86-87; positive models of Jewish- 
ness in, 77-78, 81-88; queer-themed, 170- 
73. See also individual films 

First World War. See World War I 

Fischer, Samuel, 122 

Fishberg, Maurice, 36, 196n56 

flaunting wealth. See opulence; ostentation; 
wealth, displays of 

Fleck (badge), 56, 133. See also badges; Der 
gelbe Fleck; yellow badge 

Fliegende Blätter (satire magazine), 103, 104 

Foerder, Ludwig, 42 

forehead, marks on, 33-34, 137, 194n36 

foreignness, 42-51, 71-72, 155-56 

Foucault, Michel, 169, 179n14 

France, 46 

Frank, Leo, 236n32 

Frankfurter Zeitung, 88 

fraternities. See student groups 
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French appearance, 45-46, 51, 165, 171 

French Jews, 15 

Freud, Sigmund, 32, 37, 46 

Die freudlose Gasse (The Joyless Street), 154 

Die Freundin (The Girlfriend), 169 

Friedlaender, Salomo, Der operierte Goj 
(The Operated Goy), 32-33 

Frühling in Palästina (Spring in Palestine), 
87 

Fuchs, Eduard, Die Juden in der Karikatur 
(Caricatures of the Jews), 49 

Fuchs-Hes, Else, 109 

furs, 110. See also jewelry 


Garconne, 169 

Gay, Peter, 13, 30, 102-3 

gay/lesbian clubs, 172, 239n67. See also 
queer scenes 

Der Geiger von Florenz (Impetuous Youth; 
Czinner), 173, 200n100 

Der gelbe Fleck (The Yellow Badge; Loewen- 
berg), 17, 131-41, 158, 162, 167 

Der gelbe Schein (The Yellow Ticket; Illés and 
Janson), 182n33, 200n109 

Geller, Jay, 7 

gender: and Jewish racial difference, 28, 36- 
37; and public displays of Jewishness, 2, 
6-7; and visibility, 161-73. See also men; 
women 

genteel appearance, 97, 106-7, III, 114, 123, 
126, 154, 157, 175, 221n65 

“genteel restraint,” III, 157, 221n65. See 
also refinement 

George, Heinrich, 92, 144 

German Anthropological Society, 36 

German-Jewish press. See Jewish press; indi- 
vidual periodicals 

Germanness, 36, 40, 42, 45, 52, 132, 156 

German press, 66-67 

gestures, 70-75, 207n43 

Gillman, Abigail, 2, 14 

Gilman, Sander, 7, 222n85; The Jew’s Body, 
31 

Glass, Montague, 81 

Gluck, Mary, 14 

Goebbels, Joseph, 83, 100-101, 215n148 

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von: Die Leiden 
des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of 
Young Werther), 140; Faust, 93 

Goffman, Erving, Stigma, 5 
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Goldarbeiter, Lisl, 123, 124, 126 

Goldstein, Julius, Rasse und Politik (Race 
and Politics), 41 

Goldstein, Margarete, 67 

Goldstein, Moritz, 184n55, 226n9 

Der Golem (The Golem; Wegener), 91 

Goll, Yvan and Claire, 236n28 

Gordon, Judah Leib, 8 

Graetz, Paul, 212n95 

Graetz, Wilhelm, 102, 218n25 

Granach, Alexander, 71 

Greece, 46 

Gronemann, Sammy, 27-28, 38, 46, 56-57, 
61, 87; Schalet (Cholent), 27, 56, 66, 
203n142 

grotesque images of Jewish bodies, 32, 49, 50 

Grünbaum, Fritz, 149-54, 155, 158, 232ngI 

Günther, Hans, 40, 42, 197n65, 198n78 


Hahn, Barbara, 181n27 

hair: curly, 47-48; facial, 44, 86, 146, 165; 
“Jewfro,” 200n108; short bobbed styles, 
57-58, 59, 203n146; texture, 47-48, 123. 
See also wigs 

hair color, 28, 42, 46-48, 51, 167; blond, 13, 
44, 47, 93-94, 97-98, 115, 132, 134, 167, 
199n93, 217n6; dark, 28, 46-48, 51, 97- 
98, 115, 122-23, 167; red hair, 165, 
236n33. See also coloring 

hair dye, 13, 23, 47, 200n104 

half-Jew, 45, 68, 93 

Hanukkah menorah, 70, 74 

Harlem Renaissance, 18, 161, 163, 237n46 

Harrison-Kahan, Lori, 17 

Hart, Mitchell, 189n111 

Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment), 8-9, 
182n35 

Hatch, Luzie, 24 

head coverings, 8, 51, 56-57, 103, 112, 146, 
174, 183n46, 201n119. See also wigs 

Hebrew, 19, 65, 70, 74, 87, 119-20, 179n12, 
208n46 

Heine, Heinrich, 44, 49, 73 

Helfer, Martha, 182n41 

Hermann Tietz, 69-70 

Herz, Henriette, 10, 183n46 

Hess, Jonathan, 30, 118, 223n94, 227n21 

hidden identities, 56-57, 70, 99-102, 107, 
130-31. See also covering; passing 

High Holidays, 101, 104, 106-7, 207n39 


Hirschberg, Josef and Lotte, 111 

Hirschfeld, Magnus, 170-71, 172, 238n55, 
239057 

Hitler, Adolf, 152, 153; Mein Kampf, 205n18 

Hobbs, Allyson, 18, 235n15 

Hoffman, Warren, The Passing Game, 15 

Holländer, Ludwig, “Self-Dignity,” 107-8 

Holocaust, 8, 175. See also Nazi Germany 

Homolka, Oskar, 92, 216n157 

homophobia, 16, 159-60, 171, 174 

homosexuality, 16, 168-73, 227n25, 238n55. 
See also queerness; queer passing 

Höxter, John, 34, 35 

Hughes, Langston, 164, 237n34 

humor. See caricatures and cartoons; jokes 

Hungary, 14, 48, 124 

Hurst, Fannie, Imitation of Life, 17, 187086 

hybridity, 18, 188n100 

hygiene, 44 

hypervisibility, 37, 116 


Ibsen, Henrik: A Doll’s House, 72; Rosmer- 
sholm, 73 

Ich méchte kein Mann sein (I Don’t Want to 
Be a Man; Lubitsch), 173 

Idelson-Shein, Iris, 31, 182n38, 189n110 

identification. See recognition 

identity: crisis of, 130, 137; as fixed, 20-21; 
as fluid, 168; multiracial, 164, 167, 
236n30; self-identification, 8. See also 
Jewish identity; mistaken identity 

Ihering, Herbert, 147, 150, 155, 231n75 

integration, 18, 56 

intermarriage, 8, 42, 89, 91, 103-4, 132 

interracial marriage, 16 

invisibility, 2, 102, 174; “forced,” 160; yellow 
as symbol of, 132 

Isaacsohn, Regina, 65, 86, 109-10 

Isenberg, Noah, 156, 214n137, 232n97, 
239n67 

Isherwood, Christopher, 172; Berlin Stories, 
239n67 

Israel, 12, 86-87 

Der Israelit (Orthodox newspaper), 69, 82, 
108-9, 228n41 

Israelitisches Familienblatt, 1, 38, 39-40, 41, 
62, 67, 80, 83, 86, 89, 91, 93, 109, 124, 
133, 139, 143, 145; circulation, 205n24; 
Esther/Die Tänzerin (The Dancer), 20, 
117-20, 123, 223nn92-93, 223n100, 


224n107; “The Blonde and the Brunette,” 
97-98 

Italy, 46, 110 

Itzkovitz, Daniel, 15, 180n24 


Jacob, Marta, 64 

Jacobowski, Ludwig, Werther, der Jude 
(Werther the Jew), 140 

Jacobsohn, Siegfried, 133 

Jargon theater, 71 

The Jazz Singer (Crosland), 12, 63, 81-84, 
85, 166, 213n109, 237n38 

Jelavich, Peter, 71 

Jerusalem, 87, 150 

jewelry, 9, 57, 97-98, 103-5, 104, III, 134, 
171-72, 217n2 

Jewface, 85 

Jew Farces, 9 

“Jewfro,” 200n108 

Jewish census (1916), 4, 155-56, 160 

Jewish culture, 4, 179n12; and German- 
Jewish symbiosis, 184n55; women as re- 
sponsible for, 201n117 

Jewish Defense Service; (Jiidischer Abwehr- 
dienst, JAD), 101-2, 172, 218n20 

Jewish difference. See Jewishness 

Jewish-friendly spaces, 7, 63-70, 172, 174, 
204n8 

Jewish identity, 10-13, 20, 70, 92, 98-99, 
119, 160 

“Jewish names,” 131, 228n41. See also name 
changes; names 

Jewishness: and appearance, 28-51; as cate- 
gory, 16; and gender, 28, 36-37; liberal 
Jewish ideas on, 37-42, 195n47; and race 
science theories, 30-33, 39-42, 45, 132, 
197n73; as racial difference, 4, 20-21, 28— 
51, 58, 82-84, 129, 138, 161, 170, 186n76, 
189n111, 236n30, 239n57; sociological 
studies on, 177n1; visibility of, 6, 19-20, 
27-29. See also codes and coding 

Jewish organizations, 68. See also Central- 
verein (CV); individual organizations 

Jewish-owned businesses, 69-70 

Jewish passing, I-7, 13-25, 173-75; for 
Black, 84; cinematic (see films); in com- 
parative contexts, 13-18; definitions, 5-6, 
180n17, 186n74; and gender, 6-7 (see also 
men; women); intentional, 130-31; and 
Nazi era, 56 (see also Nazi Germany); re- 
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jection of, 82 (see also coming out; visibil- 
ity); tragic consequences of, 131-41. See 
also hidden identities; mistaken identity; 
outing of Jews; passing; secret Jews 

Jewish periodicals, 65-66, 169, 172. See also 
individual periodicals 

Jewish press: circulation, 66-67, 205n24; 
criticism of stereotypes in films, 77-81, 
151; on model Jewish films, 77-78, 81- 
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